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Preface 

In this book I have attempted to give a brief account of the history of 
linguistic studies up to the present day. For the reasons stated in the 
first chapter, the narrative is organized around the history of linguistics 
in Europe, but it is my hope that due notice has been taken of the 
contributions that the subject has drawn from work originating outside 
the European continent. 

The history of linguistics is now widely recognized as a\field for 
teaching and research, and it has been incorporated into the syllabus of 
courses in linguistics in a number of universities· in Great Britain and 
elsewhere. The interest currently being shown by linguists in past de
velopments and in the earlier history of their subject is in itself a sign of 

·the· maturity" of l.inguistics as an academic discipli!le, quite apart. from 
any practical applications of linguistic science. It is my hope that the 
present book will go some part of the way towards fulfilling teachers' 
and students' needs in this field, both in deepening their appreciation 
of what has been done in the study of language and in suggesting 
profitable areas of further research. 

In venturing on a book of this scope, one is at once made conscious 
of a number of difficulties. In the first place, no one person can achieve 
anything like equal familiarity with the entire range of llnguistic work 
that such an undertaking requires of him. Secondly, the extent, the 
nature, and the present state of the source material varies widely from 
one period to another. There are lamentable gaps in our knowledge of 
some of the early pioneers of linguistics, while in the contemporary 
history of current trends the problem is an opposite one, that of trying 
to select from the great mass of published material that which is likely 
to be of permanent historical significance. Moreover, different periods 
vary greatly in the amount of basic research already undertaken; quite 
a lot has been written on the Greco-Roman era of linguistics, and a 
number of recent historical treatments have followed the inspiration of 
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Vi PREFACE 

Pedersen's important Linguistic. science in the nineteenth century; 
Chomsky has recently drawn attention to some striking anticipations of 
present-day topics in the works of certain seventeenth-century writers; 
studies of mediaeval and Renaissance work within the various branches 
of knowledge comprised by general linguistics are now being taken in 
hand, but a great deal remains to be done before a really satisfactory 
full-scale historical treatment of the years linking western antiquity 
with the modern world can be envisaged. 

If one looks outside Europe to the linguistic scholarship on which 
Europeans drew so heavily and so beneficially, the need for editions and 
commentaries is no less urgent. Much of Chinese, Arabic, and Indian 
linguistic work has been extensively studied already, but largely from 
the standpoint of its place in the cultural and literary history of the 
peoples themselves. Scholarly treatments that relate individual writings 
in these fields to current linguistic theoryand practice will fill a ~on
siderable gap in our understanding of the world's cultural history. 

For all these reasons, in addition to the inadequacy of the author's 
knowledge and abilities in relation to this self-imposed task, readers are 
likely to find substantial grounds for disagreement and disappointment 
with what is here written. But if this book should stimulate further 
detailed research into our sources for the history of linguistics, it will 
have achieved a part of its purpose . 

. i:n trying to cover so wide an area, one is made more than usually
aware of one's debt to contemporary and to earlier scholars who have 
laboured in this field. This debt is partially acknowledged in the biblio
graphical references that follow each chapter. More personally, I am 
happy to express my thanks. to colleagues in London and elsewhere whom 
I have consulted, and in particular to Professor David Abercrombie, for 
his painstaking help in reading and checking the text of this book and 
for his important comments and corrections, and to those who have 
been kind enough to read drafts of chapters dealing with topics in 
which they are far better qualified than I am: Dr. Theodora Bynon, 
Mrs. Vivian Salmon, and Mr. K. L. Speyer. The book is the better 
for their help and advice; I remain responsible for any remaining errors 
and blemishes. Finally, I have been greatly assisted by the kindness 
and patience of my wife, who read through the entire book in type
script, making numerous valuable suggestions on diverse points of 
detail. 

R. H. ROBINS 
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'Pereant qui ante nos nostra dixerunt ', 
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One 

Introduction 

During the greater part of our lives, we accept our use and understand
ing of our native language without awareness, comment, or. C!uestioning. 
Memories of early childhood and experience in bringing up young 
children may cause us temporarily to ponder the complexity of every 
normal person's linguistic ability, and the learning of one or more 
foreign languages after mastering one's first or. native tongue reveals 
just how much is involved in mankind's faculty of communication 
through language. 

However, despite this general acceptance of the gift of articulate 
speech, most culftires in the 'world have engendered among certain of 
their members some realization of the scope and power of language. 
This linguistic self-consciousness may be first stimulated by contacts 
with foreign speakers, by the·existence and recognition of dialect cleav
age within a speech community, or by a particular orientation of man's 
inherent and disinterested curiosity about himself and the world around 
him. From this source springs 'folk linguistics', speculation or dog
matic pronouncement about the origin of language, or of one's own 
language, and its place in the life of the community. It may take the 
form of pejorative comments on other dialects and other languages; but 
many cultures contain aetiological myths purporting to describe the 
origin of language as a whole or, at least, of the favoured language of the 
people. The conception of language as a special gift of a god has been 
found in several diverse and unrelated cultures, and is itself significant 
of the reverence rightly accorded by reflective persons to this priceless 
human capability. 1 

In certain cultures, namely those that are for this and for other 
reasons credited with the title of civilizations, curiosity and awareness 

• 



2 CHAPTER ONE 

of one's environment have been able to grow into science, the systematic 
study of a given subject or range of phenomena, deliberately fostered 
and transmitted from one generation to another by persons recognized 
for their skill and knowledge in a particular activity of this sort; and all 
mankind owes a great debt to those_ cultures that have in one way or 
another fostered the growth of the sciences. 

Among the sciences that arise in this fashion, folk linguistics has 
developed in different parts of the civilized world into linguistic science. 
The term science in the collocation linguistic science is used here deliber
ately, but not restrictively. Science in this context is not to be distin
guished from the humanities, and the virtues of exactness and of 
intellectual self-discipline on the one hand, and of sensitivity and 
imagination on the other are-all called into operation in any satisfactory 
study of language. 

The sciences of man, which include linguistics, arise from the 
development of human self-awareness. But equally these sciences, or 
more strictly their practitioners, may become aware of themselves for 
what they are doing and for what they have done. When this scientific 
self-awareness includes an interest in the origin and past development 
of a science, we may recognize the birth of that specific discipline 
known as the history of science. In recent years the rapid and at times 
bewildering growth in linguistics as an academic subject, both in tl!e 
numbers of scholars involved and in the range of their activities, has led 
to a corresponding growth in the interest of linguists in the past 
history of the subject. In part this may be due to the feeling that some 
understanding and appreciation of the problems and. achievements of 
earlier generations may be a source of stability during a period of un
precedentedly swift changes in theory, procedures, and applications. 

Linguistic science today, like other parts of human knowledge and 
learning, and like all aspects .of_ human cultures, is the product of its 
past and the matrix of its future. Individuals are born, grow up, and 
live in an environment physically and culturally determined by its past; 
they participate in that environment, and some are instrumental in 
effecting changes in it. This is the basis of human history. Like a people 
and like an intellectual or moral conception, a science (in the widest 
sense) has its history. Scientists do not start from scratch in each 
generation, but they work within and on the basis of the situation which 
their science, and science in general, has inherited in their culture and 
in their age. Historical thinking about science or about anything else 
in human affairs consists in the study of the temporal sequences of 
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persons and events, and the causal connections, influences, and trends, 
that may be discovered in them and may throw light on them. 

It is tempting, and flattering to one's contemporaries, to see the 
history of a science as the progressive discovery of the truth and the 
attainment of the right methods. But this is a fallacy. The aims of a 
science vary in the course of its history, and the search for objective 
standards by which to judge the purposes of different periods is apt to 
be an elusive one. 'The facts' and 'the truth' are not laid down in 
advance, like the solution to a crossword puzzle, awaiting the comple
tion of discovery. Scientists themselves do much to determine the range 
of facts, phenomena, and operations that fall within their purview, and 
they themselves set up and modify the conceptual framework within 
which they make what they regard as significant statements about them. 

Brief historical sketches of a subject, such as are often included in 
introductory textbooks, inevitably look at the past through the eyes of . 
the present, concentrating on those aspects of earlier work that seem 
either peculiarly relevant or, on the other side, shockingly irrelevant, to 
present-day approaches. This is quite proper, indeed it is almost inevi
table, in such a short notice; but it carries with it the danger of evaluat
ing all past work in a subject from the point of view in favour at the 
present, and of envisaging the history of a science as an advance, now 
steady, .now temporarily interrupted or diverted, towards the predeter-
~ined goal of the present state of the science. . . 

This does not mean that one should exclude the evaluation of past 
work against later achievements and against the present position in the 
same field, where there is reason to see therein a definite advance. 
Indeed, such comparisons may be rewarding, in that they show which 
aspects of a science were most favoured by particular circumstances and 
in particular periods and areas of civilization. What is needed is an 
attempt to discern the evolution of the past into the present and the 
changing states of the science in its changing cultural environments. 
One should strive to avoid the deliberate selection of only those parts of 
earlier work that can be brought into a special relationship with 
present-day interests. 

If history is to be more than just an annalistic record of the past, 
some subjective judgment is inevitable in the ordering and in the 
interpretation of events; hence the classic statement that there can be 
no unbiased history. In the history of a science, and in the present case 
in the history of linguistics, there is the additional subjective element 
involved in determining what activities and aims on the part of earlier 
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4 CHAPTER ONE 

workers shall be deemed to fall within its sphere and so to belong to its 
history. In order not to impose the standards of linguistics today on the 
decision on what to admit as linguistic work from the past, we may 
agree to understand as part of the history of linguistics any systematic 
study directed towards some aspect or aspects of language envisaged as 
an interesting and worthy object of such study in its own right. · 

Changes and developments in a science are determined by a number 
of causes. Every science grows from its past, and the state reached in a 
previous generation provides the starting point for the next. But no 
science is carried on in a vacuum, without reference to or contact with 
other sciences and the general atmosphere in which learning of any sort 
is epcouraged or tolerated· in a culture. Scientists and men of learning 
are also men of their age and country, and they are participants in the 
culture within which they live and work. Besides its own past, the 
course of a science is also affected by the social context of its contempo
rary world and the intellectual premises dominant in it. Applications 
of the science, its uses for practical purposes and the expectations that 
others have of it, may be a very important determinant of the directions 
of its growth and changes. In linguistics, as elsewhere, attempted and 
projected applications, practical ends to be achieved, have often pre
ceded the statement of the theoretical positions on which they im-
plicitly depend. . 

Scientists are not all ·alike in apility, motivation, and inspiration. 
Every practitioner must learn his craft and master the state of his 
science as it is presented to .him when he enters upon it; and if it is to 
continue, some must teach it in turn to others. Probably most scientists 
must be content to do no more than that, but every lively branch of 
lnowledge attracts a few men of outstanding enterprise who are able to 
take some control of its direction .and to respond positively to the 
challenges that the present inherits from the past. Such persons think 
more deeply and question accepted theory and practice more search
ingly. If a culture is not to be entirely static they are a necessity, and in 
our own European history it is fortunate that ancient Greece of the 
classical age produced men of this character in hitherto unprecedented 
numbers and of unprecedented qualities, in so many spheres of human 
thought and activity. 

When some lead, others follow; and leaders and innovators in a 
science, given favourable circumstances . or making for themselves 
favourable circumstances, become the founders of schools, with 
disciples and followers continuing the exploitation of the lines of 
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thought or practice developed by the founder or leader. Changes in 
scientific thinking and in scientific attitudes may arise from outside or 
from inside the science whose history is being traced. The existing state 
of a science, the starting point for any change, is the product both of 
external and internal factors. The general contemporary intellectual 
and social context, whether favouring stability or encouraging change, 
is largely external to the particuiar science itself, although each science 
and branch of learning is a part of the whole context along with all the 
others and along with the general cultural attitude towards learning. 

When the dominant innovators in a science respond to the challenge 
of a situation that demands some change in its practice, this may take a 
number of forms, and rival schools may grow up around different 
leaders responding differently to a particular situation. These rivalries 
may be reinforced and perpetuated by the use of standard textbooks in 
the teaching of newcomers to the field. Any empirical science (and 
linguistics is an empirical science, since its data are observable) must be 
able to cope with its own phenomena, and once any observation is 
accepted as relevant its theory and modes of description and analysis 
must be able to handle it, and to handle it with scientific adequacy, of 
which exhaustiveness, consistency, and economy are canons. Fresh 
data, or the extension of a science to new but relevant fields, may 

. require the further. elaboration and articulation of existing theory along 
lines similar to those followed in the past and logically implied by them; 
ir may, on the other hand, demand a radical recasting of existing theory 
and· existing inodels of description. The Copernican heliocentric uni
verse is a classic example of the recasting of existing theory when it was 
becoming incapable of handling economically some of the newly 
observed astronomical data. Equally well, the data considered relevant 
to a science and the methods of that science in dealing with the data 
may be fundamentally altered by the response that one or more of its 
leaders makes to what he accepts as the dominant situation in which he 
is working or to the practical and intellectual needs that he is persuaded 
it is to the task of his science to fulfil. Throughout the history of linguis
tics all these factors can be seen at work in different ages and among 
different groups, as the science experienced changes in its objectives, 
its methods, and its theoretical positions. 

Interest in language and in practical linguistic problems led indepen
dently to .linguistic science in more than one centre of civilization. 
Each had its own merits and its own achievements, and in the course of 
history each has come into contact with the European linguistic tradi-
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6 CHAPTER ONE 

tion and has contributed to it. In some important respects it is difficult 
to believe that European linguistics would be in the position it is today 
without the insights brought to it by linguistic work from outside 
Europe, in particular the work of the ancient Indian linguists on San
skrit grammar and phonology. But sinc6 in the present age European 
science has become international science, and linguistics is no exception 
here, we can trace several streams of linguistic studies flowing into the 
European tradition and becoming part .of it at different times, thus to 
constitute linguistic science as the world knows it today. 

This statement may provide and justify the framework on which to 
organize a history of linguistics. To build it around the history of 
linguistics in Europe in no way implies a claim to European superiority 
in the linguistic field. Indeed, in much phonetic and phonological 
theory, and in certain aspects of grammatical analysis, European scholar
ship was .manifestly inferior to that of the· ancient Indians. But in the 
European tradition we are in a position to folio": a continuous line of 
development from the origins of the subject in ancient Greece, whereas 
we know little of the origin and early stages that lie behind the mature 

· Sanskrit work of the Indians. The practical and theoretical results of 
Greek linguistics were taken over by Rome (with so much else of 
Greek intellectual life), and passed on by Rome at the hands of the late 
Latin grammarians to the Middle Ages, to be received from them in 
turn by the modern world during and after the Renaissance, together 
with the vital contributions from outside Europe. At no.stage is there a 
break that amounts to discontinuity in the European tradition of linguis
tics. Changes of theory, aims, methods, and concepts are repeatedly 
found, and they are the material of the history of linguistics; but each 
generation of European linguists has had at its disposal a knowledge of 
the existence and some of the work of its forerunners. 

It is, therefore, reasonable to make the history of European linguistics 
the foundation for a history of linguistics as a whole. This procedure 
is not based on any evaluation of the relative merits of European and 
extra-European work, but ·it does determine the place at which linguists 
outside Europe receive attention. They and their achievements will be 
described at that period wherein they made their first significant impact 
on European linguistics, and thus entered the stream leading to world 
linguistics of the present day. . 

In the history of a science, as in more general historical studies, 
there is the constant temptation to discern and extract pervasive 
themes or patterns running through and manifested in the succession 
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of events and act1v1t1es. Where such themes may legitimately be 
revealed they can prove enlightening interpretations of the historian's 
narrative, and certain very broad correlations suggest themselves. For 
example, the failure of western antiquity to evolve an adequate theory 
of historical linguistics, despite the fascination shown for etymology, 
may be linked with the failure of ancient historians to envisage the fact 
of change as more than the revelation of what was innately present all 
the time in a political system or in a person's character; 2 and the all
embracing synthesis of language, thought, and objective reality involved 
in late mediaeval 'speculative grammar' appears as a facet of the synthe
sis of knowledge and learning within Catholic theology that character
ized the scholastic age. 

But at the present stage, at least, of our knowledge and research in 
much of the history of linguistics, our aims must be more modest. The 
importance of the history of a science is that it helps to place the 
present in perspective. Linguists today are not alone in their achie:..e
ments, their disputes, and their problems. They are the heirs to more 
than two millennia of the wonder that the 'strangeness, beauty, and 
import of human speech'' has never failed to arouse among sensitive 
and enquiring minds. 

FOR FURTHER CONSULTATION 

H. ARENS, Sprachwissenschaft: 'der Gang ihrer Entzuicklung von der Antike 
his zur Gegenwart, Freiburg/Munich, 1955, covers the history of linguis
tics as a whole, principally through extracts from representative writers 
of each period linked by commentaries. Arens devotes most space to 
nineteenth-century comparative work and historical linguistics; but 
twentieth-century descriptive work is surveyed up to 1950. 

A. BORST's exhaustive Der Turmbau von Babel, Stuttgart, 1957-63, treats 
in great detail the history of men's ideas and beliefs in different parts 
of the world on the origin and diversity of languages and peoples in 
relation to current religious and philosophical opinions. . 

R. G. COLLINGWOOD, The idea of history, Oxford, I 946. 

T. s. KUHN, The structure of scientific revolutions, Chicago, 1962. 

c. SINGER, A short history of science, Oxford, 1941. 

P. A. VERBURG, Taal en functionaliteit, Wageningen, 1952, deals with the 
period from the Middle Ages to the beginning of the nineteenth cen
tury, examining the changing attitudes towards the functioning of 
language in human life. 
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8 CHAPTER ONE 

NOTES 
Bibliographical references to publications listed in the titles 'for further 
consultation' at the end of a chapter are given in the form of the author's 
name followed by the date of the work in question; other references are 
given in full in the first instance, but are repeated more briefly on repeti
tion within a chapter. 

r. cp. BORST, 1957-63, volume r. 
2. cp, COLLINGWOOD, 1946, 42-5, 

3· L. BLOOMFIELD, Language, London, 1935, vii. 
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Two 

Greece 

For the reasons given in the preceding chapter, it is sensible to begin 
the history of linguistic studies with the achievements of the ancient 
Greeks. This has to do, primarily, not with the merits of their work, 
which are very considerable, nor with the deficiencies in it that latter
day scholars, looking back from the privileged standpoint of those at the 
far end of a long tradition, may justifiably point out. It is simply that 
the Greek thinkers on language and on the problems raised by linguistic 
investigations initiated in Europe the studies that we can call linguistic 

- sci~nce in its widest sense, and that this science ·was a continuing focus 
of inte.rest from_ ancient Greece until the present day in an unbroken 
succession of scholarship, wherein each worker was conscious of and in 
some way reacting to the work of his predecessors.· 

The European tradition of linguistics has passed through several 
different stages, and has changed its main impetus and direction 
several times, -being sensitive both to internal developments and to 
external situations. In the course of its history it has made contact with 
the major contributions of groups of linguistic scholars who started 
their labours outside the European tradition and developed their own 
insights independently of it. European linguistics has learned much from 
them. Indeed, without them present-day European linguistics (and this 
now inevitably means present-day linguistics in the world as a whole) 
would be poorer in content and less advanced in technique than we have 
the right to think it is. In starting from Greece and following the course 
of ·linguistic studies in Europe we can take in the work of scholars 
outside Europe at the point where it became known to Europeans and 
thereby entered and enriched the subject as the world knows it today . 
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IO CHAPTER TWO 

By the time at which we have any record of linguistic science in 
Greece, the beginning of the classical age in the fifth century B.c., the 
Greeks had been settled for many generations in the habitable parts of 
the Greek mainland, the western coastal areas of Asia Minor, the 
islands of the Aegean, the east coasts of Sicily, and a few places in south 
Italy and elsewhere. The settlement of Greece by the Greeks was the 
result of successive movements of invaders from the north coming 
down into Greece and spreading outwards from it. The last such 
invasion was the arrival of the Dorians, probably around the end of the 
second millennium, disrupting the earlier Greek civilization of the 
'Mycenaean age' achieved by other groups of Greek-speakers who 
had settled the mainland and some of the islands in the. preceding 
centuries. 

It is, of course, not just in linguistics that the Greeks were the 
European pioneers. The intellectual life of Europe as a whole,. its 
philosophicaf, moral, political, and aesthetic thought finds its origin in 
the work of Greek thinkers, and still today one can return again and 
again to what we have of Greek activity in the intellectual field for 
stimulus and encouragement. With the Greeks as with no other earlier 
or contemporary civilization modern man feels an undeniable intellec
tual kinship. Just what circumstances, environmental, cultural, and 
biological, gave rise to this brilliant flowering of the hu_man intellect in, 
the Gr~ece ·of the. classical age we shali never know with certainty. 
We can only be thankful that it all happened. 

The Greeks were not the first group of civilized men in the area that 
they entered. They learned much from established civilizations with 
which ·they came into contact In and around the eastern end of the 
Mediterranean and the 'fertile crescent' of Asia Minor, the cradle of 
civilized man in the west. But with the Greeks and in Greek civilization 
there developed for the first time in human history an insatiable demand . 
for questioning the world around and the ways of men in the world. 
Among the Greeks there were those who insisted on enquiring into 
things that others failed to notice or in which they were uninterested. 
The Babylonians had made use of geometry for land surveying and of 
arithmetic and astronomy for the calendrical measurement of time, but 
in Greece we find astronomy, arithmetic, and geometry studied as 
abstract independent sciences for the first time, and built up on the 
basis of systematic observation and the establishment of postulates and 
pri.llciples. In taking notice of the Greek achievement in linguistics, 
Bloomfield remarks of their peculiar brilliance of intellect: 'The 
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ancient Greeks had the gift of wondering at things that other people 
take for granted' . 1 

Among the factors that were observed in the preceding chapter as 
giving rise to an interest in language as part of human life, the Greeks 
of the classical age were already aware both of the existence of peoples 
speaking languages other than Greek and of dialectal divisions within 
the Greek-speaking population. There must have been considerable 
linguistic contacts between Greeks and non-Greeks in trade, diplomacy, 
and in much of everyday life in the Greek 'coionies ', settlements of 
Greeks on the coastal fringes of non-Greek-speaking areas in Asia 
Minor and Italy. We know surprisingly little about this. Herodotus and 
others quote and discuss foreign words, Plato admits in the Cratylus 
dialogue the possibility of the foreign origi~ of part of the Greek 
vocabulary, and we know of the existence of bilingual speakers and of 
professional interpreters, But of serious interest in the languages them
selves among the Greeks there is no evidence; and the Greek designation 
of alien speakers, bdrbaroi (~exp~o:pot), whence our word 'barbarian', 
to refer to people who speak unintelligibly, is probably indicative of 
their attitude. 

Quite different was the Greek awareness of their own dialectal 
divisions. The Greek language in antiquity was more markedly divided 
into fairly sharply differentiated dialects than many other languages. 
This was due both to the settlement of the Greek-speaking areas by 
successive waves of invaders, and to the separation into relatively small 
and independent communities that the mount~inous config..{ration of. 
much of the Greek mainland and the scattered islands of the adjoining 
seas forced on them. But that these dialects were dialects of a single 
language and that the possession of this language united the Greeks as 
a whole people, despite the almost incessant wars waged between the 
diff~rent 'city states' of the Greek world, is attested by at least one 
historian; Herodotus, in his account of the major achievement of a 
temporarily united Greece against the invading Persians at the begin
ning of the fifth century B.c., puts into the mouths of the Greek dele
gates a statement that among the bonds of unity among the Greeks in 
resisting the barbarians was 'the whole Greek community, being of one 
blood and one tongue' .Z 

Not all the dialects were reduced to writing, but by the classical 
age the major dialects were, arid we have inscriptional evidence of them, 
giving us a more detailed knowledge of the ancient Greek dialect 
situation than is available elsewhere in antiquity. Apart from the spoken 
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!2 CHAPTER TWO 

dialects, educated Greeks were aware that the language of the Homeric 
poems, the Iliad and the Odyssey, was not precisely identifiable with 
any living dialect of the time. These poems held a special place in Greek 
education; they were publicly recited, and regarded and quoted in 
sources of moral precepts. 'Homeric scholarship', the establishment of 
acceptable texts of the poems and their critique, had begun in Athens 
during the sixth century. 

The first achievement of linguistic scholarship in Greece, essentially 
part of 'applied linguistics' (to use later terminology), necessarily 
occurred before records appeared. Early in the first millennium B.C. 

an alphabetic system for writing the Greek language was worked out, 
and this served as the basis for the Greek alphabet of classical Attic 
(Athenian) and the other literary dialects, and, together with the Roman 
alphabet, derived from a western Greek variety of the Greek alphabet, 
became the parent of the most widely diffused means of writing· in the 
world today.' We now know that writing was developed in Greece at 
two separate periods. During the second millennium the Mycenae
ans made use of a syllabic writing system that included some logograms 
(symbols for individual words). This is also known as Linear B, and 
for long remained undeciphered. The interpretation of this script and 
the almost certain identification of the language it recorded as an early 
variety of· Greek constit!lted .one of the outstanding events of recent 
classical scholarship, with i profound effect on our linguistic and 
historical knowledge of early Greece. 

However, during the dark ages accompanying the Dorian invasions 
the knowledge of writing was lost, and the Greek alphabet as we know 
it today was independently developed from an adaptation of the 
Phoenician script. Apparently unconnected with this was the original 
Egyptian form of writing; like that of ancient (and modern) China and of 
the Aztecs, it was in the nature of a set of characters, signs or logo
grams, partly pictoriall)' representative, standing for individual word~ or 
morphemes. 

When the Greeks made use of the Phoenician system, it was largely 
a set of consonant signs, the vowels being in general supplied by the 
reader from his sense of what was written. The Greeks cannot claim to 
have invented writing; but by devising an alphabet, in the modern sense 
of the term, separately representing every distinctive segment, vowels 
as well as consonants, they can claim marked progress in their appli
cation of linguistic science. Essentially what the Greeks did was to 
apply certain consonant signs of the Hebrew system standing for con-



GREECE 13 

sonant sounds not used distinctively in Greek to represent the Greek 
vowel sounds. Thus -1: (aleph) standing for f?(a)/ in Phoenician became 
the Greek letter A (alpha) standing for the vowel phoneme fa{. This 
very significant historical event is recorded mythically: Cadmus is said 
to have introduced writing from overseas, thus acknowledging the alien 
origins of the historical Greek alphabet. 

Broadly the Greek alphabet was phonemic. It was not completely so, 
and no alphabet is; hence the need for phonemic transcriptions. In 
particular, the suprasegmental features of distinctive pitch (the accents) 
and of juncture, which were observed and described later, with the 
accents graphically represented, had no symbolization in the classical 
period. But the de~ising of an alphabet for the segmental phonemes of 
Greek depended on an unconscious phonemic analysis of the language 
(or of its individual dialects). We have little knowledge of the steps by 
which this was achieved, but the appearance in certain inscriptions of 
the letter 9 for /k/ before back vowels (from Phoenician <p standing for 
fqf a distinct phoneme in that language) indicates a stage of incomplete 
phonemic analysis, since the varieties of velar position in Greek, being 
dependent on the nature of the adjacent vowels, are all allophones of 
one phoneme /k/, written K in the classical alphabet. • 

That the development and use of writing was the first piece of 
linguistic scholarship in Greece is attested by the history of the word 

"grainmatik6s (ypcq.lllCIT!K6s); up to and including the time of Plato and 
Aristotle the word meant simply one who understood the use of letters, 
grdmmata (ypa!l!lcrra), and could read and \vrite, and techne granimatiki 
(TfxVT) ypa!l!'CITIK~) was the skill of reading and writing.s The later 
extension of the meaning of this and of its formally associated terms 
follows the further development of linguistic science, specifically in the 
field of grammar, by later generations. 

In the classical age of Greek literature and afterwards we can follow 
the progress of conscious linguistic speculation, as men reflected on the 
nature and the use of their language. Looking backward in history we 
may think ourselves to be tracing the growth of part of linguistic science 
towards a preconceived end; but from the point of view of each gene
ration of thinkers we are seeing what those who came after did with 
what they found left by their predecessors, without any ultimate 
systematically organized subject in mind. The term grammatike meant 
no more at first than the understanding of letters, and much of what one 
thinks of today as early linguistic enquiries fell under the general 
heading of philosophla ( qnl-.ocrocpfa), itself covering a much wider field 
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in ancient Greece than 'philosophy' does today, and initially embracing 
virtually the whole realm of human knowledge. 

Observations on language, always with reference to the Greek 
language, are found in the records we have of the pre-Socratic philo
sophers, the fifth-century rhetoricians, Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, 
though one must wait until the time of the Stoics for the separate 
recognition of linguistic studies within the much wider field of philo
sophia. 

Our knowledge of the pre-Socratics and of the early rhetoricians is 
fragmentary and derived from secondary sources. From the end of the 
sixth century B.c., philosophers in Ionia and elsewhere ranged widely 
over astronomy, physics, mathematics, ethics, and metaphysics, and 
they included language within their purview. In the fifth century, the 
rhetoricians became well known in the Greek world, among them 
Gorgias from Sicily. These persons made a professional study of ora
tory, and some of them travelled about giving instruction for fees and 
writing books on their subject; they formed part of that body of itiner
ant purveyors of instruction of all kinds known as the Sophists. 

Our knowledge of Socrates is also indirect. He left no writing him- . 
self, but his arguments and viewpoints are reported in some of the 
writings of Xenophon and in the more famous Dialogues of Plato, 
though in these latter it is always an op.en question how much of what 
we have is directly taken from Socrates and- how much is the thought 
of Plato expressed as the speech of Socrates. Certainly Socrates stood 
for fearless criticism and for total freedom of speech; he went to his 
death for his ideals. In the somewhat totalitarian polity· sketched out in 
Plato's Republic and put into Socrates's mouth he might soon himself 
have endured suppression or expulsion. 

One dialogue, the Cratylus, is devoted to linguistic questions, though 
in some ways it is disappointing in its content; and references to 
language and its analysis are found in several other Platonic dialogues 
in which Socrates is the main speaker. Though Plato does not gather 
together his separate observations, he is credited with some part in 
initiating grammatical studies in Greece by the later writer Diogenes 
Laertius, who says that Plato 'first investigated the potentialities of 
grammar',6 · 

Aristotle (384-322 B.c.) knew the works -of Plato, on which he 
developed his own thinking. His was probably the most remarkable 
intellect in antiquity; almost all fields of human knowledge then recog
nized fell within his scope. His writings range from ethics, politics, and 
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logic, to physics, biology, and natural history, and in a survey of the 
forms of life he in some ways anticipated the nineteenth-century 
evolutionary tree model of the living universe. 1 

As with the works of Plato, we must assemble Aristotle's linguistic 
doctrine from statements scattered among several works on rhetoric 
and logic, where they appear incidentally and in other contexts. This 
makes it difficult to state Aristotle's position on any detail with exactitude 
and certain questions are likely to remain controversial. Nevertheless 
the outlines of Aristotle's linguistics are fairly clear, and it may be seen 
that his work marks a development from the positions reached by Plato. 

The Aristotelian age marked the end of an era in Greek history. 
Aristotle had been appointed tutor to the young Alexander of Macedon, 
and, if his political teaching is reflected in his political writing, he 
preached to his pupil the merits of the small independent Greek 'city 
state' such as had been the typical polity for several centuries. But 
Alexander's conquests, that brought all Asia ·Minor and Egypt as well 
as the Greek homeland under Macedonian control, altered the Greek 
world irreversibly. Though his empire was divided among his succes
sors, who were. often at war with each other, Greek administration and 
Greek ideas spread over the eastern Mediterranean area, and Asia 
Minor, and a variety of the Attic dialect known as koini (didlektos) 
(Ko1vi] (oumEKTos) ), or common dialect, became a standard language 
for government, trade, and education over the whole area, gradually 
displacing the local dialects of earlier periods. · · 
· Among the philosophical schools that grew up in Athens after" 
Aristotle, the most important in the history of linguistics is the Stoic 
school. The Stoics, founded by Zeno (c. 300 B.c.), worked in a number 
of fields in which Aristotle had worked, but in certain aspects of 
philosophy and rhetoric they developed their own methods and 
doctrines. · 

Under the Stoics linguistics achieved a defined place within the 
overall context of philosophy, and linguistic questions were expressly 
treated in separate works devoted to aspects of language, and treated in 
an orderly manner. The works themselves are not extant; we know of 
them from later writers. The position of language in the Stoic system 
can be s.ummarized in three quotations: 'First comes the impresssion, 
then the mind, making use of speech, expresses in words the experience 
produced by the impression'; 'All things are discerned through dialectic 
studies'; 'Most people' are agreed that it is proper to begin the study of 
dialectic from that part of it dealing with speech'.s 
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The Stoics formalized the dichotomy between form and meaning, 
distinguishing in language 'the signifier' and 'the signified', in terms 
strikingly reminiscent of de Saussure's signifiant and signifie. The rele
vant texts are hard to interpret, but it seems that 'the signified' was not 
just a mental impression, but something produced in the hearer's mind 
by an utterance through his knowledge of the language, somewhat akin 
to the Saussurean union of sound and thought by the operation of Ia 
langue.9 

They gave separate treatment to phonetics, grammar, and etymology, 
to which they devoted considerable attention; but their most notable 
contribution, as is the case with the whole of western linguistics during 
antiquity, was in the field of grammar, in which a progressive develop
ment through more than one stage of theory and terminology can be 
traced. 

The Stoic school was founded in what is called the Hellenistic age, 
the post-Alexandrian age, whose characteristics were mentioned above. 
Linguistically this period, more than the earlier centuries, was marked 
by increasingly close contacts between Greek-speakers and speakers of 
other languages (the first translation of the Old Testament into Greek, 
the Septuagint, was carried out in this age); it was also characterized 
by the divergence of current spoken Greek, the koinl, from the language 
of the Athenian classical authors, the literary_ standard> apart from 
Homer, of all educated GreekS. Some have heid that the attention paid 
to linguistic questions by the Stoics and the insight that they showed 
in analysing the semantics of the Greek verbal tense system (pp. 29-30, 
below) may be attributed in part to the fact that Zeno, their founder, 
was himself a bilingual whose first language was a Semitic one and who· 
had learned Greek in later life. 

Up to this period the context in which linguistics had developed had 
been philosophical, and in particular logical, enquiries; the linguistic 
science of the Stoics formed a part, though a distinct and articulated 
part, of their general philosophical system. But from this time on 
another motivation made itself felt in ancient linguistics, the study of 
literary style; firstly, there was a concern for 'correct' Greek pronun
ciation and grammar, that is classical Greek as against much of the 
current koine and the changes caused by the large-scale acquisition of 
Greek by previous speakers of other languages; and secondly, ·in the 

· widespread study of classical literature and of the works of Homer, 
commentaries on the language and the content were required by many 
readers within the newly Hellenized world. To the Hellenistic period 
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belong a number of glossaries of different non-Attic dialects, evidence 
of the systematic study of the differences between varieties of Greek 
that had a representative writing system. Greek literary scholarship was 
deliberately fostered by several of the Macedonian rulers who succeeded 
Alexander; they endowed libraries and maintained men of learning, in 
part to justify the political power over the Greek world that had fallen 
to them. 

The written accent marks of Greek writing date from the Hellenistic 
age, as guides to the correct pronunciation of words, and the description 
of accentual and junctura! features graphically represented by word 
boundaries and punctuation marks, under the general heading of pro
sodies, prosOdiai (TipocrcpSicxt), was part of the movement in favour of 
correctness, or Hellenism, Hellenism6s ('Ei\i\Tjvtcr>t6s), as it was called. 
Homeric scholarship reached an advanced stage during the Hellenistic 
age, and a number of important grammarians engaged in linguistic re
search were best known for their work in the establishment of correct 
Homeric texts and their exegesis. 

Having taken notice of the principal scholars. concerned in the first 
stages of Greek linguistics, we may return to consider the main lines on 
which their work was organized and developed. Once again, we should 
try to see this not as a series of tentative anticipations of what we know 

. became the culmination of Greek linguistic thought, but as successive 
movements from the positions reached' as tines of thinking and modes of 
statement were tested, extended to new material, and adapted in the 
light of experience.· 

From the outset it is found that questions about language, concen
trated entirely on the Greek language, were considered within the terms 
of two somewhat interrelated controversies. These were the rival claims 
made on behalf of nature, physis (qnicrts), as against convention, nomos 
(v61Jos) or thesis (Oecrt s), in the first place, and of regularity or analogy, 
analogfa (&vcxi\oyfcx), as against irregularity or anomaly, ani5malia 
(&vcv!Jcxi\icx), in the second, in the control of man's speech and our 
proper understanding of its working. These two dichotomies represent 
opposing viewpoints, one being favoured by some and the other by 
others, rather than continuous formalized debates with rigidly distin
guished adherents in permanent argument. 

The physis-n6mos question seems to have been the earlier controversy; 
the one between the analogists and the anomalists persisted throughout 
antiquity, though its relevance became less as time wore on. Both put 
linguistic questions within the context of wider ranging arguments, . 
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and each side could draw on obvious support from the facts of the 
case. 

A principal topic of discussion among the pre-Socratic philosophers 
and among the later Sophists, and one that appears in s~veral dialogues 
of Plato, was to what extent accepted standards, institutions, and judg
ments of what is right and wrong, just and unjust, and so on, were 
grounded in the nature of things and to what extent they were essen
tially the products of a tacit convention or even of explicit legislation. 
The theme of the Cratylus is a debate on the origin of language and on 
the relations ·between words and their meanings: are they based on a 
natural affinity between word form and word meaning or are they the 
result of convention and agreement? Io Both views are given due con
sideration in the mouths of the participants, without a definite con
clusion being reached. The naturalist argument leaned as it must on 
the weight of onomatopoeia in a vocabulary and on a more general 
sound symbolism in the phonological structure of some words, and a 
good deal of play was made with the fanciful and impossible etymo
logies of some Greek words by which it was hoped to trace them back 
to an allegedly 'natural' source, since it was admitted on the naturalist 
side that time had wrought changes in the 'first' forms of words. I I The 
conventionalists pointed out that vocabulary can be changed at will 
and that the language is equally efficient once the change has. been 
accepted. n · 

In itself the nature-convention discussion does not seem properly 
framed or very fruitful as far as language is concerned. Language is ·a 
universal capability of every normal human being, and in terms of total 
complexity, orderliness, and cultural adequacy there are no valid means 
of grading languages in a scale or of picking out alleged survivals of 
primitivity. In this sen3e the capability of communicating by speech 
(de Saussure's langage) is natural. But a .wider acquaintance than the 
early Greeks envisaged with different languages shows how limited a 
role onomatopoeia and sound symbolism play and that in the greater 
part of the vocabulary of any given language (langue) the arbitrary and 
conventional status of the relation between form and meaning prevails 
(l'arbitraire du signe), though the convention is tacit, not explicit, like 
the social contract adduced as the basis of social organization. Specula
tion on whether in its origin language was far more onomatopoeic than 
in any known period remains and will remain largely unverifiable 
spewlation, and was rightly subject to the sarcastic criticism of Max 
Muller in the last century. IJ 
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Historically the importance of the controversy is due to its place in 
the early development of linguistic theory and to the stimulus it pro
vided to more detailed examination of the Greek language. In main
taining and in criticizing each side of the argument people were led to 
examine more closely the structures and the meanings of words and 
the formal patterns that words exhibited. In such examinations lies the 
beginning of precise linguistic analysis. 

Later scholars took up more definite positions than we find in Plato. 
Aristotle firmly adopted a conventionalist point of view: 'Language is 
!;,y convention, since no names arise naturally.',. Onomatopoeia need 
not invalidate this, since onomatopoeic forms vary from language to 
language and are always cast within the phonology of the particular 
language. Aristotle's view of language is summed up at the beginning 
of the De interpretatione: 'Speech is the representation of the experi
ences of the mind, and writing is the representation of speech.' IS 

Epicurus (341-270) took ·up a middle position, holding that word 
forms arose naturally but were modified by convention. More import
antly in the history of linguistics, the Stoics favoured the natural status 
of language, again relying heavily on onomatopoeia _and sound sym
bolism: 'In the opinion of the Stoics niunes are naturally formed, the 
first sounds imitating the things which they name.' I 6 This attitude 
fitted well with their more general emphasis on nature as the guide to 
man's proper life; and- in their efymology much weight· was placed on 
the 'original forms' or 'first sounds' of words, pr8tai phonai (rrpwTat 
<po.wai), whi-ch were said to have been onomatopoeic but later to have 
suffered changes of various kinds. I 7 

These opposing views of Aristotle and the Stoics are important since 
they lead to the second linguistic controversy of antiquity, analogy 
versus anomaly. This was not set out formally, with the opposing 
arguments marshalled against each other, before the extended treat
ment accorded to the question by the first-century B.c. Latin writer 
Varro; and one must not envisage the two views as the exclusive 
tenets of permanent opponents locked in continuous conflict, but 
rather as two attitudes to language, each in itself reasonably justified 
by part of the evidence and each favoured by some individuals and 
groups. 

It seems clear that Aristotle favoured analogy and the Stoics favoured 
anomaly as the dominant theme in language. Later analogists tended to 
concentrate on linguistic questions for the purposes of literary criticism 
and the maintenance of standards of correctness (Hellenism6s); Stoic 
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interests were more broadly based. The division may have been shar
pened by the rivalry of Alexandria and Pergamum under Macedonian 
rule as two main centres of learning, Alexandria dominated by analo
gists and Pergamum by Stoics. Chrysippus, the Stoic, wrote a treatise 
on linguistic anomaly. IB 

Once more it may be felt that the controversy was expressed in terms 
that one would not resort to today; but, like the nature-convention 
argument, it was part of the context within which the detailed investi
gation of Greek and Latin grammar took place, and a lack of historical 
sympathy is perhaps shown by those who would dismiss it, as Classen 
did, as not worth so much as a yawn. 19 

Broadly, the controversy turned on the .extent to which orderliness 
and especially proportional regularity held sway in the Greek language, 
and by implication in language as a whole, and to what extent irregu
larities, 'anomalies', c;haracterized it. The regularities looked for by the 
analogists were those of formal paradigms wherein words of the same 
grammatical status had the same morphological terminations and 
accentual structure, and those involving the relations between form 
and meaning, whereby words that were comparable morphologically 
could be expected to bear comparable, 'analogical', meanings, and vice 
versa. These sorts of analogies lie at the heart of morphology, and with
out them paradigms of different word classes, and their subclasses 
(declensions arid conjugations in Latin and Greek), in which repetitive 
patterns are summarized,. would not be discoverable. 'J:hey are more
over the basis of any attempted semantic labelling of grammatical cate
gories such as singular and plural and the nominal cases. To this extent, 
as the later grammarian Dionysius Thrax pointed out, the morpho
logical component of grammar largely consists of 'the working out of 
analogy'. 20 

· Analogical arguments were sometimes used to prefer one word form 
over another as correct Greek and to establish the proper text of a 
Homeric line. 21 Some analogists went further than this and tried to 
reform Greek irregular paradigms in the interests of analogical regu
larity (a process that in some respects took place of its own accord in 
the passage from classical Attic through the koini and Byzantine Greek 
to the modern language); the forms Ze6s (ZE6s), Zei (ZEi), Zea (Z€a), 
etc. were suggested in place of the .actual but' anomalous' forms Zen6s, 
etc. as the oblique cases of the word Zeus (ZEus). Such attitudes were 
attacked by Sextus Empiricus, writing in the second. century A.D. when 
grammarians were identified with the analogists, who challenged their 
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whole work, accusing them of fabricating more unknown 'analogical' 
forms such as kjonos (t<Vwvos), instead of kyn6s (KVV6s), from kjon 
(t<Vwv), dog; and a later Latin writer was led to protest that to speak 
Latin and to speak grammatically were now two different things. 22 

While it may now be seen that the entire basis of an economical 
description of Greek morphology rested on the recognition and systema
tization of formal analogies, the anomalists had no lack of counter
examples with which to maintain their thesis. Most nomimll and verbal 
paradigmatic classes admit exceptions, irregular members, which can
not be expurgated from the languages at the behest of grammarians. 
Proportional semantic relations between formal categories and their 
generic meanings are upset by such anomalies as single cities being 
designated by formally plural nouns (Athtnai ('A6i}vCX1), Athens; 
Thtbai (8fi[3o:t }, Thebes}, and positive states or attributes like immor
tality being referred to by negatively prefixed words (athdnatos (cXeavo:
-ros); Latin immortiilis). Sextus, in a genial attack on grammarians as a 
class, makes much of the semantic anomalies of gender, pointing not 
only to the masculine and feminine genders of nouns denoting in
animates and abstractions and the use of a single masculine or .. · 
feminine (and sometimes a neuter) noun to refer to both ·sexes of an 
animate, but also to dialectal variation between the genders of some 
nouns. 2 J 

The anomalist case appeared at first more cogent when no adequate 
distinction was made between inflection and derivation within gramma
tical word form variations. It is a characteristic of Greek and indeed of 
most languages that the inflexional paradigms are much more regular 
and apply to entire classes of stems, whereas the incidence of deriva
tional formations is more irregular. Almost all Greek nouns had forms 
for five cases, singular and plural, but derivational suffixes were restric
ted to specific noun stems; thus we find patir (Tio:Tf}p), father, and 
pdtrios (mhptos}, paternal, but no corresponding form *mttrios 
(llft-rptos) with meter (llft"Ttlp), mother. Likewise English derives nouns 
from adjectives by such varied formations as true, truth, happy, happi
ness, hot, heat, high, height, and possible, possibility: and some speakers 
would hesitate between suitableness and suitability. 

In rejecting an equation of one word, one meaning, the Stoic arioma
lists showed an important insight into · the semantic structure of 
language: word meanings do not exist in isolation, and they may 
differ according to the collocation in which they are used. Augustine, 
setting out Stoic views, points to the different meanings of Latin acies 
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when collocated with militum (soldiers), line of battle, Jerri (sword), 
sharp edge of the blade, and oculorum (eyes), keenness of vision. 24 

The consonance of the analogical attitude to language with Aristotle's 
general philosophical position is not hard to illustrate. Proportionality 
(andlogon, analogla) appears in several places in his works as a guiding 
principle in conduct and in reasoning. It was moreover logically 
associated with the conventionalist view of language, which he es
poused, since the more regularity there is to be found in any arbitrary, 
conventional system of communication, the more efficient it will be. 

The Stoics, however, regarded language as a natural human capability 
to be accepted as it was, with all its characteristic irregularity. They took 
a broader view ()f what was good Greek (Hellenism6s) than the analo
gists, zs and were interested in linguistic questions not principally as 
grammatical and textual critics; they were philosophers for whom 
language served as the expression of thought and feeling and for whom 

. . 

literature held deeper meanings and insights veiled in myth and alle-
gory (the Greek word allegorik8s (&A?o.TjyOpli<ws), allegorically, is first 
known to have been used by the Stoic Cleanthes 26). 

While Aristotelian methods characterized all post-Aristotelian lingu
istic description in antiquity, one sees in the contrasting tendencies of 
the Stoic philosophers and the Alexandrian literary critics the opposi
tion between philosophical and literary considerations as the deter
niining factors in the ·development of linguistics. With the later full 
development of Greek grammar, literary interests predominated, but 
throughout antiquity and the Middle· Ages this conflict of principle, 
now tacit, now explicitly argued, can be observed as a recurrent feature 
of the history of linguistic thought and practice. 

The three main aspects o( linguistic study that received specific 
attention · among early Greek scholars were etymology, phonetics 
(pronunciation), and grammar. In the first, despite a lot of enthusiasm, 
little of value was achieved; interest in etymological research was 
stimulated by the nature-convention controversy over the origin of 
language, but a proper conception of linguistic change and the factors 
involved in it largely escaped the western world in ancient times. 
From the start etymological investigation was directed towards attempts 
at tracing the forms of words back to the forms of other words by 
which the meaning of the former could, it was thought, be explained. 
This produced the fanciful etymologies proposed in all seriousness, some 
of which appear in Plato's Cratylus, for example dnthropos (av6pc.mos), 
man, from anathr8n ha 6popen ('ava6pwv a Olfumev), looking up at what 
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he has seen, and Poseidfin (nocmowv) from posi desm6s (Trocrl oecrf.l6s), 
restraint to the feet (presumably in walking through watei', Poseidon 
being the god of the sea). But it is fair to add that Plato does treat some 
of these etymological suggestions quite playfully. 

Similar efforts continued to characterize etymological scholarship 
throughout antiquity and the Middle Ages. It is a pity that failure in this 
field is better known than the undoubted and important success else
where achieved, particularly in grammar, and that the level of the 
ancient world's etymological work has sometimes been quite unjustly 
taken to be typical of Greco-Roman linguistics as a whole. 

More progress was made in phonetics. Some articulatory classifica
tions were attempted, the syllable was introduced as a structural unit 
of phonological description, and by the time of the Stoics a rudimentary 
picture was grasped of speech as the effect of articulatory interference 
with egressive air from the lungs. Only Greek was studied. Foreign 
words were written as best they could be with the Greek letters, but no 
scholarly concern was evinced over alien sounds or alien sound systems. 
The descriptive framework for Greek phonetics was the Greek alpha
bet, and statements took the form of accounts of the pronunciation of 
the letters in it. 

One objection to such a letter-based approach to phonetics is that 
the recognition of allophonic differences within the Greek phonemes 
was obstructed; commentators refer. to different conjoiO:t realizations of 
vowels with different accents and with and without aspiration and 
length; but they make no mention of different qualities of vowel sounds 
themselves though such differences must have accompanied different 
segmental and suprasegrnental environments. 27 Nor were the phonetic 
differences between the dialects described except those differences that 
were represented by different spellings. More seriously, an improper 
analogy was accepted between the relation of discrete letters to a text 
and that of allegedly discrete sounds to a spoken utterance. This 
fallacy was not challenged, and it appears explicitly in Priscian at the 
end of the classical period, writing on Latin: 'Just as atoms come 
together and produce every corporeal thing, so likewise do speech 
sounds compose articulate speech as it were some bodily entity'. zs 
The relations are othenvise: letters actually do compose written 
sentenc:;es; speech may be analysed into speech sounds. . 

Plato made a number of distinctions among classes of segmental 
phonemes in Greek, grouping together vowels in contrast to consonants 
and distinguishing within them between continuants and stops, the 
latter not being pronounceable without an adjacent vowel sound. 29 He 
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was also aware of accentual differences between words having similar 
sequences of segments, or letters; he compared Dil philos (lui <pf/\os), a 
friend to God, with the name Diphilos (L'Ii<plAos) in· respect of their 
different pitch sequences.'o 

Further advances were made in phonetics by the Stoics, who recog
nized the study of speech sounds as a distinct part of the study of 
language. They distinguished three aspects of a written letter: its 
phonetic value, e.g. [a], its written shape, e.g. o:, and the name by which 
it was designated, e.g. alpha." These three properties of letters con
tinued to be distinguished throughout antiquity, their Latin names 
being potestiis (power), figiira (shape), and nomen (name). 

The Stoics studied the syllabic stru:tures of the Greek language, 
and made the threefold distinction between sound sequences actually 
occurring as meaningful parts of discourse, sound sequences which 
could occur according to the rules of syllable formation but in fact do 
not (e.g. blityri (13/\hvpl)), and sequences excluded as -being phono
logically impossible in the language.32 

A number of precise and correct observations on the phonetics of 
Greek were made by ~ncient s~holars, and they are of great value in 

· reconstructing the pronunciation of Greek (and so are the phonetic 
statements of the later Latin grammarians); but several serious omis
sions of factual observation as well as a lack of adequate descriptive 
theory ·remain; and in the history of phonetics Grecoc Roman work is 
not of prime significance. _In particular, their classifications and descrip
tions were couched mainly in impressionistic acoustic tcrrns, for which 
they had no adequate technical terminology, rather than in terms of 
articulations such as were used more successfully by the ancient 
Indians and the Arabs (pp. 141-3, g8-g, below). Nineteenth-century 
phonetics, which saw such rapid progress in this aspect of linguistics, 
owed its main inspiration to the descriptive techniques of the Indians 
and to the observational methodology of the empirical tradition of the 
preceding three centuries. 

It was in the field of grammar that the Greek (and the Roman) world 
did its best work. In this we not only see the purposeful and fruitful 
building of later generations on their predecessors' results, but we 
know· of authoritative books written on Greek and on Latin grammar, 
several of which are extant, and the grammatical descriptions provided 
in them were maintained by a continuous tradition through the Middle 
Ages and the modern world to become the basis of the standard 
grammars of these languages today. Moreover the theories, categories, 
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and terminology evolved by ancient scholars in relation to the grammar 
of their own languages have become part of the general grammatical 
equipment of descriptive linguists of our own day. 

The framework of grammatical description in western antiquity was 
the word and paradigm model." Despite the richness of classical 
morphology, a theory of the morpheme was not achieved, and classical 
grammatical statements exhibit the strengths and the weaknesses of a 
word based morphology. As Greek phonology was based on the pro
nunciation of the letters of the Greek alphabet, so Greek grammar con
centrated on the written language, mostly the Attic Greek of the 
classical authors, though always with a proper attention to its implica
tion of utterance in reading aloud. 

A word based grammar involves three main procedures: the identifi
cation of the word as an isolable linguistic entity, the establishment of 
a set of word classes to distinguish and classify the words in the langu-

. age, and the working out of adequate grammatical categories to describe 
and analyse the morphology of words entering into paradigms of 
associated forms and the syntactic relations obtaining between words in 
the construction of sentences. 

Though there are general grammatical arguments in favour of treating 
syntactic relations as the central component of grammar (they are, for 
example, dealt with in earlier rules than those covering word morpho

. logy in a generative grammar), in the history of western grammatical 
theory morphology appears to have been formalized first; our first extant 
description of Greek morphology antedates our ·first extant description 
of Greek syntax by two centuries, and the latter is based on the former 
in its statements. 

Logically one might argue that in working out a word based grammar 
one should proceed first with the formal identification of the word unit, 
then with the classes of words, and finally with the categories relevant 
to them. This, in fact, is the order of treatment in Dionysius Thrax's 
Greek grammar. Historically, however, we find what were later to be 
part of the system of grammatical categories discussed first, sporadi
cally by the fifth-century Sophists. Protagoras considered the nominal 
category of gender in Greek, and is reported to have wished minis 
(~iiv1s), anger, and pllex (miATJ~), helmet, to be masculine instead of 
feminine, presumably on the grounds of a semantic association with 

. male characteristics and activities rather than with female.'• Socrates 
may himself have discussed this category, as Aristophanes makes fun of 
him in his comedy The Clouds for suggesting new formally feminine 

• 
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words like alektryaina (&AeKTpva!Va), hen, instead ofthe use of alektry8n 
(&AeKTpvc.Ov) in both the masculine and feminine genders for 'cock' and 
'hen', and for worrying about words like kdrdopos (KapooTios), 
trough, one of the few second declension nouns ending in -os that were 
feminine. 35 

Protagoras also set out the different types of sentence in which a 
general semantic function was associated with a certain grammatical 
structure, e.g. wish, question, statement, and command.36 This lay 
within the field of rhetoric, but it provided the material for more formal 
syntactic analysis of sentence structures by later generations. 

Plato and Aristotle make scattered references to grammar, but do 
not deal with it consecutively or as a specific topic._ Plato, however, is 
said to have been the first to take the subject seriously, as in his 
dialogues we encounter a fundamental division of the Greek sentence 

.; into a nominal and a verbal component, onoma and rhbna (ovo!-la, 
pf\1-lct), which remained the primary grammatical distinction -under
lying syntactic analysis and word classification in all future linguistic 
description; 31 

Aristotle maintained this distinction, but added a third class of syn
tactic component, the syndesmoi (o-Vv8ecri-!Ol), a class covering what were 
later to be distinguished as conjunctions (and probably prepositions, 
though this is not apparent from the examples cited), the article, and 

- -pronouns;38 This tripartite analysis· of the sentence was 'probably in
tended to distinguish the components of the declarative statement, 
apophantikos logos (6:TiocpavTlKOS i\6yos), in which as a logician Aristotle 
was most interested and which he took as basic. Aristotle additionally 
gave a formal definition of the word as a linguistic unit: a component 
of the sentence, mbos l6gou (1-lepos i\6yov), having a meaning of its own 
but not further divisible into meaningful units.39 Plato had not expli
citly stated whether his 6noma and rhl!ma referred to words or to 
phrases or to both. Aristotle's definition is remarkably like Meillet's 
'association of a given meaning with a given group of sounds capable 
of grammatical employment' 4°; in fact neither is wholly adequate, since 
both exclude the morpheme from consideration, which itself is always 
'capable of grammatical employment' and often enough carries an 
isolable meaning. The· sentence (logos) involved more for Aristotle at 
the semantic level, since unlike the isolated word it affirmed or denied a 
predicate, or made an existential statement. 4'. He further defined the 
rhl!ma as additionally (i.e. unlike the onoma) indicating a time reference 
and as representing the predicate. 4 2 This second part of the. definition 
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allowed him, like Plato, to include adjectives such as leukrfs (AEIJI<os), 
white, and dikaios (oiKcxtos), just, among the rhimata, 43 since they fre
quently serve in Greek as predicates (leukos ho hippos (AEIJKoS 6 imros). 
the horse is white), and, with the copula est£ (eo-ri), is, 'understood', 
and always available for insertion, it could be said that they carry 
(present) time reference as well. For this reason the translation of 
6noma and rhtma by noun and verb at this stage in the development of 
Greek grammatical theory may be misleading. 

Aristotle, like Protagoras, recognized the category of gender in nouns 
and listed typical gender marking terminations, 44 but other formal 
differences in word shapes are treated under the category of pt6sis 
(TITwcns). In Aristotelian usage this term covers a number of gram
matically relevant alterations of a descriptively basic form of a word; 
oblique cases of nouns, comparative and superlative forms of adjec
tive.s, deadjectival !!dverbs in -os, like dikaios (otKcxiws), justly, verbal 
tenses other than the present, and perhaps some other verbal inflections 
are all ptifseis, either of the 6noma or of the rhima. 45 

It is easy to see the inadequacy of Plato's and Aristotle's grammatical 
frames of reference; but what is more significant is to notice the first 
stage, taken by them, in forging a technical metalanguage ·for the 
description and analysis of Greek, from the lexical resources of the 
language, which had not hitherto been required to serve in this way .. 
Onoma, on Its way to becoming the translation of English noun, had . 
originally meant 'name', and rhima, 'predicate', later 'verb', had been 
used to mean 'saying' or 'proverb'46; pi8sis, literally 'fall', of which 
the technical etymology is obscure, was used by Aristotle as a logical 
term as well as a very general grammatical term. 47 This term was to 
have a very long history; its restriction in meaning to that of English 
case, Latin casus, was one of the distinctive advances in theory made by 
the Stoic grammarians. 48 

Successive generations of Stoic philosophers achieved a great deal in 
grammar; some scholars indeed would say that grammar in the modern 
•ense only began with them, but the work that has just been surveyed 
provided them with their starting point. The Stoics, whose philosophi
cal attitude led them to pay great attention to language, are known to 
have written books wholly on linguistic topics, including some on 
syntax, though we do not knqw their exact content. 49 These Stoic 
writings do not survive, ·but from later authors we can get a fair picture 
of their theory, though several questions of detail remain unanswered 
and perhaps unanswerable. 

• 
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Stoic grammar remained as part of Greek linguistic scholarship 
among members of the Stoic schools, but in the historical tradition of 
linguistics in Greece and Rome it may be viewed rather as a stage in 
the growth of Greek grammatical theory to be superseded by Alexan
drian work. It is, however, important to take note of the main outlines 
of the Stoic achievement. 

The Aristotelian system was further articulated by the Stoics in two 
directions: the number of word classes was increased, and more precise 
definitions and additional grammatical categories were introduced to 
cover the morphology and part of the syntax of these classes. Later 
writers saw the developing word class system as the progressive sub
division of the previous one; so it seems that the Stoics proceeded in 
three stages. Firstly, among Aristotle's syndesmoi the inflected members 
(later pronoun and article) were separated jointly as drthra (apepa) 
from the invariant uninflected members, to which alone the term syn
desmos was applied (the later preposition and conjunction); secondly, 
Aristotle's 6noma was divided into proper noun, to which the term 
6noma was applied, and common noun, prosegoriii (Trpo01)yopia); and, 
thirdly, from within this the class of adverbs was split off and named 
mes6tes (lle<r6Tf\s), literally 'those in the middle', perhaps because they 
belonged syntactically with verbs but were mostly associated morpho
logically wi~h noun stems. 

Of these Stoic" classes all were taken over by lat-er writers except for 
the prosegoriii, which was reunited with the 6noma as a single class 
under- a single definition, prosegor{ii being recognized within it as a 
subclass only. The Stoics- defined the distinction between their two 
classes of noun semantically by reference to individual quality ('being 
Socrates') as against general quality ('being a horse'). This is logically 
important, but it is not a morphological distinction, and attempts to 
assign separate paradigms to common and proper nouns are not borne 
out by the facts of Greek, though a more delicate syntactic analysis 
may provide a formal basis for a subclass of proper nouns. SI 

Case in its modern usage as an inflectional category of nouns and 
other words inflected like them was the creation of the Stoics; there
after klisis (t<Aicrls) was used generically of grammatical word form 
variation. By restricting ptfisis to nouns· and words likewise inflected, 
the Stoics were able to make case inflection the jundamentum divisionis 
between 6noma and rhima, which it remained, with the result that 
Gre.ek (and Latin) adjectives formed part of the noun class member
ship henceforth, and between their drthra (case inflected) and their 

I 
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sjndesmoi (uninflected). Within the category they extended the use of 
the term to cover all the forms of case inflected words, and divided 
them into ptfisis euthefa (ev8eicx) or ortht (6p8ij), nominative (Latin casus 
rectus), and the ptiJseis pldgiai (ni\aytm), oblique cases (in Greek the 
accusative, genitive and dative). The position of the vocative in the 
Stoic system is uncertain. It was seen that the nominative, as the sub
ject case, in concord of number with the finite verb, contrasted with 
the three oblique cases, all of which construct with verbs in different 
syntactic relations and with prepositions, and the genitive with other 
nouns as well. 

The restriction of pt8sis to nominal words both required separate 
terminology for the verbal categories and provided criteria for its use. 
Active transitive verbs (rhimata orthd), passives (hyptfa (&rrr\cx) ), and 
'neutral' (intransitive) verbs ( oudetera ( ov5E-repcx)) were each defined by 
their constructing, respectively, with an oblique case (usually the accu
s"ative), with hypo (&rr6) ·and the genitive, and with neither." The 
partially common terminology, pt8sis orthi and rhima orth6n, was not 
accidental; the syntax of active and passive verbs in the classical 
languages were closely linked with differences of case." Other verbal 
categories and distinctions appeared in the Stoic system, but their 
most important contribution to the analysis of the Greek verb was the 
abstraction of the temporal and aspectual meanings inherent in the 
iense forms. 

The indic.ation of time, recognized by Aristotle, is only part of the 
semantic function of the Greek verbal tenses. Two dimensions are in" 
volved, time reference, and completion as against incompletion or 
continuity. Four tenses can be arranged in relation to these two 
categorial distinctions like this: 

..___ 

~'- Time present past 
Aspect "i--------·----~~------------~----

incomplete 
complete 

Present 
Perfect 

Imperfect 
Pluperfect 

The future (mellon (!lEMcvv)) and the aorist (a6ristos (0:6ptO'I'os)) fall 
outside this symmetrical system, and for this reason they were regarded 
as indeterminate, mellon with reference to the future and a6ristos with 
reference to the past; the morphological similarity of stem in many 
future and aorist forms may have reinforced this semantic interpreta-



30 CHAPTER TWO 

tion,S+ The Greek future perfect was regarded as a feature largely 
peculiar to the Attic dialect and not much used in that." 

That any overall semantic analysis can be given of the inflexions of 
all the verbs in a language is a naive and unwarrantable assumption, as 
recent studies in English grammar have shown. s6 Different lexical 
classes of verbs have different semantic functions statable of their in
fleeted forms, and ancient Greek can have been no exception to this. 
None the less, the Stoic tense system marked a very considerable insight 
into the forms and functions of the Greek verb. 

Stoic linguistic work continued among the members of the Stoic 
philosophical schools; but in the history of linguistics, the changes 
made by Alexandrian scholars in the Stoic positions brought the sub
ject, more particularly in its grammatical aspects, to the state in which 
the later Latin grammarians and through them the European tradition 
took it over. 

Unlike the Stoics, the Alexandrians were predominantly interested in 
language as a part of literary studies, and were adherents of the ana
Iogist position. They applied analogist principles to textual emendation 
and to the determination of standards of acceptability (Hellenism6s)~ 
Homeric studies received special attention in Alexandria, and one of 
the most famous Alexandrians, Aristarchus (second century B.c.), has 
been consider~d a foun~er of sci~ntific Homeric scholarship; he is also 
credited with a number of developments in grammar, and was the · 
teacher of Dionysius ThraJ{ (c. too B.c.), who appears as the author of 

· the first surviving explicit description of the Greek limguage. 
Thrax's Tichne grammatiki (•ExVTl ypcq.li.!CITlKi)), as it is called, runs 

to fifteen pages and twenty-five sections, and comprises a summary 
account of the structure of Greek. Its only major omission is any state
ment of Greek syntax, although the word class system and the morpho
logical analysis that are set out in it formed the basis of later syntactic 
statements. Basically it was an Alexandrian work, but Thrax was 
obviously aware of Stoic linguistic studies and some traces of Stoic 
influence have been detected in it. 

Some doubts on the authenticity of the text as we have it were raised 
in later antiquity and have been revived in modern times, 57 and there 
are certain difficulties over this question, though the majority of 
scholars have accepted it as the work of Dionysius Thrax, and its 
genuineness will be assumed here. Certainly the stage in Greek gram
matical thought that it represents appears to have been reached at this 
time and to have been assumed by later grammarians. 
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In fact the description given by Thrax was regarded as definitive. It 
was translated into Armenian and Syriac early in the Christian era, and 
was the subject of a considerable amount of comment and exegesis 
from Byzantine critics, or scholiasts. It remained a standard work for 
thirteen centuries, and a modern writer has declared that almost every 
textbook of English grammar bears evidence of a debt to Thrax.ss Its 
orderliness, brevity, and explicitness make it well worth the serious 
study of anyone with a knowledge of ancient Greek, whether from the 
point of view of general linguistics or from that of classical scholarship, 
and a brief notice of its main features is appropriate in an)' history of 
linguistics. 59 

The Techne begins with an exposition of the context of grammatical 
studies as this was seen by the Alexandrians. He writes: 'Grammar is 
the practical knowledge of the general usages of poets and prose writers. 
It has six parts: first, accurate reading (aloud) with due regard to the 
prosodies; second, explanation of the literary expressions in the works; 
third, the provision of notes on phraseology and subject matter; fourth, 
the discovery of etymologies; fifth, the working out of analogical regu
larities; sixth, the appreciation of literary compositions, which is the 
noblest part of grammar.' 6o 

We see that his attitude was observational; the material was drawn 
from the written texts of accepted authors, and their usage justifies his 
descriptive statements. Such an empirical attitude ·finds many sup
porters today, but some later commentators had their feelings hurt by 
his use of empeiriii (eJ.Imlpfcx), practical knowledge; and drawing on an 
accepted scale of accomplishments from pelra. (1reipcx), skill, the lowest, 
through empeiriii and techne, science, to epistime ( emcrn\JJTJ), under
standing, the highest, they complained that he had cheapened the 
subject he professed. 6t 

We see further how grammar in the strict sense was part of a· wider 
scheme of propaedeutic studies leading to a proper appreciation of 
classical Greek literature. Only the fifth division, the working out of 
regularities in the language, or of analogy, covers what both then and 
later was regarded as the central province of grammar, and this is the 
only division that actually receives detailed development in the text. 
The first extant formulation of Greek grammar, and the pattern for 
centuries of later work can thus be seen as a product of the analogist
anomalist argument. 

The description begins with an account of the phonetic values of the 
letters of the Greek alphabet. Letters, grdmmata (YPCxJ.IJ.ICXTCX), are de-
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fined as elements, stoicheta (crrOlXEicx), a term already in use for the 
ultimate constituents of the physical world, 62 and specified linguisti
cally by a writer of about 20 B.C. as the primary and indivisible elements 
of articulated speech, 63 a definition which, given the ancient failure pro
perly to distinguish letter and speech sound, bears comparison with 
early definitions of the phoneme in our own century. Such had been 
the framework for Greek phonetic and phonological studies hitherto, 
and Thrax draws heavily on the work of his predecessors. He confines 
himself to the description of the segmental phonemes and the distinc
tion of length in vowels and in syllables, despite his mention of prosodic 
features, a subject taken up by later commentators. Little of permanent 
linguistic interest is to be found in these sections, though they provide 
valuable evidence for the reconstruction of ancient Greek pronuncia
tion. The treatment is determined by Thrax's starting with the letters; 
the descriptions are presumably of the phonetic characteristics of the 
phonemes represented by the letters. Allophonic differences are not 
mentioned by Thrax, but a later commentator, referring to the three
fold distinction of sound, shape, and name (p. 24, above), already made 
by the Stoics, pointed out that there was more than one pronunciation 
to a single letter shape. 64 In both classical Attic and in Hellenistic 
Greek the written vowel letter sequences ei (e1) and ou (ov) almost 
certainly represented long monophthongs, [ e:] (later [i:]) and [ o:] (later 
[u:]), 6s but no mention of this is made by"Thrax. A scholiast, however, 
later explained that ei (e1) and the 'subscript diphthongs', in which the 
letter i was written be!O\v. the other vowel l<:tter, q:, 1J, and '{', had a· 

pronunciation of the same quality as that indicated by the simple letters 
e, a, 11, and cv. 66 

Thrax identified the consonantal triads of Greek, p, ph, b, t, th, d, and 
k, kh, g, as sharing the same sets of articulatory distinctions. He differ
entiated the aspirated and unaspirated members as 'rough' (dasea 
(8cx<Jea)) and 'smooth' or 'bare' (psild ('!ltA6:) ), thus linking the differ
entiating feature with the difference between aspirated and unaspirated 
vocalic onset, as in hets (ets), one, and eis (ei?), into. Mysteriously he 
referred to the voiced members of the triads as 'middle' (mesa) (IJEO"a) ) . 

. The exact meaning of this term is uncertain, but it seems clear that like 
the rest of antiquity in the west he and his later commentators had not 
understood the articulatory basis of the voice-voiceless contrast. The 
term mediae (litterae), the Latin translation of Thrax's mesa (grdmmata), 
lingered on in some nineteenth-century writings in reference to voiced 
consonants; and the present-day, apparently phonaesthetic, designation 
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'liquid' for [I] and [r] types of sound can be traced back to Thrax's 
use of hygrd (liyp6:), liquid, to refer to Greek l (/\), r (p), m (~). and 
n (v). 

Aiexandrian scholars had devised the graphic marks, in general use 
today in the writing of classical Greek, for the three distinctive Greek 
accents or pitches: acute (high) ', grave (low) ', and circumflex (high 
falling to low) '. These were listed by Thrax without comment or 
explanation, but further elaboration is to be found in the observations 
of the scholiasts. 67 

Passing to the strictly grammatical sections Thrax makes the two 
basic units of description the sentence (l6gos (Myos) ), the upper limit 
of grammatical description, and the word (lt!.ds (1\EI;t s) ), in western 
antiquity the minimal unit of grammatical description. 68 The sentence 
is defined notionally as 'expressing a complete thought'. 69 The term 
11u!ros l6gou (~epos /\6yov), whence the modern 'part of speech', recurs 
in the listing of the different grammatical classes of words: It had been · 
first used by Plato, so far as is known, where it stands for constituents 
of the sentence; only with the growth in the numbers of classes of words 
distinguished by Greek linguists did the expression take on its later 
meaning of 'word class'. 

Thrax distinguished eight word classes, whose number, with one 
change necessitated by the absence of an article word in Latin, remained 
constant to the end of the Middle Ages in the grammatical description 
of Gr~ek and Latin, and with very marked influence on the grammatical 
analysis of several modern European languages. His word class system 
was regarded as one of his chief claims on the memory of posterity. 70 

The Stoic common and proper nouns were reunited into the single 
6noma class, the participle (metochi (~EToxfJ)) was separated from the 
verb to become a word class in its own right, and the Stoic syndesmos 
and drthron were each spiit into sjndesmos, conjunction, and prothesis 
(rrp66e<ns), preposition, and into drthron, article, and antonymiii 
(6:\rrwvv~!a), pronoun, respectively. The adverb was renamed eplrrlzima 
(err!ppl)~<X), in place of the Stoic mes6tes. The eight class names are 
worth quoting with their definitions as an example of Thrax's concise
ness of terminology and his application to linguistics of Aristotelian 
methods of classification: 

onoma (noun): a part of speech inflected for case, signifying a 
person or a thing, 

rhbna {Yerb): a part of speech without case inflection, but inflected 

• 
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for tense, person, and number, signifying an activity or process per
formed or undergone, 

metoch'e (participle): a part of speech sharing the features of the 
verb and the noun, 

arthron (article): a part of speech inflected for case and preposed 
or postposed to nouns, 7 1 

antonymlii (pronoun): a part of speech substitutable for a noun and 
marked for person, 

prothesis (preposition): a part of speech placed before other words 
in composition and in syntax, 

epirrhema (adverb): a part of speech without inflection, in modifi
cation of or in addition to a 'verb, 

syndesmos (conjunction): a part of speech binding together the 
discourse and filling gaps in its interpretation." 

It will be seen that refinements in diagnostic criteria were used by 
the Alexandrians to give a greater number of discriminations; some of 
the features involved had been noted by the Stoics hut not formalized 
by them as the basis of separate word classes. Two principal discrepan
cies are apparent between the Dionysian system and that of current 
presentations of Greek grammar. Firstly, the separate recognition of 
the participle, which aroused· comment in antiquity since all participial 
roots were verbal roots, and vice versa, was due to the high place accor
ded since the time· of the Stores to case inflexion as afundamentum 
divisionis. The two primary parts of speech, noun and verb, are 
differentiated by this feature and its absence, but the participle is both 
case inflected and tense inflected, and shares (metechei (>tcrE)(et), 'par
takes' (Latin participat)), in the syntactic relations contracted by both 
nouns and verbs. Secondly, the adjective, whose morphology and syn
tax were more similar to those of nouns in both Greek and Latin, was 
included in the 6noma (noun) class. This allocation is reflected in the 
terms noun substantive and noun adjective still occasionally encountered 
in current use. 

Each defined word class is followed by a statement of the categories 
applicable to it. Thrax's term for these is parep6mena (Traprn6>teva), 
consequential attributes, and the use of this word can be compared to 
Aristotle's use of symbebek6ta ( crv>t!3E!3TJK6Ta), accidents, in logic. 73 The 
parep6mena refer collectively to grammatically relevant differences in 
the forms of words, and include both inflectional and derivational 
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categories. The five parep6mena which apply to the noun class will serve 
as illustrations: 

r. Genos (y£vos), gender: masculine, feminine, or neuter. 
2. Efdos (El8os), type: primary or derived. The adjective gaiiios 

(yan]1os), of the earth, is given as an example of a derived noun, and 
referred to the primary noun g€ (also gi:lfa), earth. Among other sub
classes of derived nouns are listed adjectival comparative and super
lative forms (e.g. andrei6teros ( av8pElCTEpos), braver, and andrei6tatos 
(av8pElOTaTOS), bravest). Thus the forms that could have served as one 
criterion for distinguishing adjectives as a separate class were them
selves assigned their own specific place within the noun class. 

3· Sch€ma (o-xf\~a), form: simple or compound, according to 
whether the roots of more than one noun could be identified within a 
single noun stem. Examples are given from proper nouns; Memnon 
( Me~vwv) is simple, fhil6demos (<ll1A68'l~os) is compound (philo + 
dimas). 

4· Arithm6s ( ap16~6s), number: singular, dual, or plural. The 
distinct dual forms of both nouns and verbs, inherited· from Indo
european, had a limited use in . classical times and ultimately dis
appeared. 

5· Pt6sis ("rrrWcns), case: nominative, vocative, accusative, geni
tive, or dative. _The five cases of the Gre_ek nOUI). (apd adjective) are 
listed, and named by reference to part of their semantic function (e.g. 
clotikl(8oTlK{j), dative ('giving to')). It is interesting to notice that the 
Latin casus acciisiitivus, our accusative case arises from a mistranslation 
of the Greek aitiatiki pt8sis (alTlaTlKTJ 1TTWa1s), the object case, refer
ring to the recipient of some action caused to happen (ait{ii (aiTla), 
cause). Varro, who was responsible for the Latin term, appears to have 
been misled by the other meaning of aitiii, accusation or charge. 74 

The parep6mena of the verb are mood, voice, type, form, number, 
person, tense, and conjugation. Thrax's systematization of the Greek 
tenses differs somewhat from that of the Stoics. Three basic time 
references are distinguished: present, past, and future. Of these, past 
time alone is assigned more than one tense form, four in fact: imper
fect, perfect, pluperfect, and aorist. The· six tenses are further linked 
into three pairs: 

present 
perfect 
aorist 

imperfect 
pluperfect 
future. 

• 
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The first two links (syngenetai (ovyyeveicxt)) of Thrax are the same as 
linked pairs of tenses within the aspects of completion and incom
pletion set up by the Stoics, though the terminology of the two schools 
differs in part, and the aorist and future were also associated by the 
Stoics as being both indeterminate tenses. Morphologically the forms 
of regular Greek verbs show proportional correspondences ( analoglai), 
the first pair being built on the present stem, the second on the perfect 
(reduplicated) stem, and the third each having a 'sigmatic' ( -s-) stem, 
though the two were probably not etymologically connected." Despite 
the similarities between the two systems, Thrax's failure to give proper 
recognition to the aspectual dimension in the semantic structure of the 
Greek tenses must be considered a definite loss of insight. 

The five inflected word classes are ·defined and described first; the 
last three, uninflected or invariable word classes, are distinguished on 
syntactic grounds, though their syntactic functions are not further 
dealt ~vith. The· adverb is designated epirrhema (whence the Latin 
adverbium, and English adverb) from its principal syntactic association 
with verbs (Thrax and those following him seem to have ignored the 
possibility of its immediate constituency with members of any other 
word class, though this is quite common in Greek). The Stoic term 
mes6tes, no longer in use for the whole class, appears in Thrax's descrip
tion as the name for a subclass of adverbs, namely those formed 
"deadjectivally with the suffix ·-iis. · 

Later work in Greek grammar took the form of developments from 
the linguistic description summarized in Thrax's Tt!chne and of com
ments on specific passages in it. Its main omission from the standpoint 
of modern linguistics was the absence of any sections on syntax, al
though the term sjntaxis (m1VTcx~tS) was employed and syntactic analy
sis was partly presupposed in some definitions given in the Techne. 
Syntax was dealt with extensively by Apollonius Dyscolus writing in 
Alexandria in the second century A.D. He wrote a large number of 
books, only a few of which survive, and it would appear that despite 
earlier writings on Greek syntax his was the first attempt at a compre
hensive theory of syntax systematically applied to the Greek language. 
His importance together with that of Thrax was realized by his suc
cessors, and the great Latin grammarian, Priscian, some three centuries 
later referred to him as 'the greatest authority on grammar', and 
explicitly imposed Apollonian methods on his own full-scale description 
of the Latin language. 76 

Apollonius worked with the material supplied by the Tt!chne and the 
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syntactical observations of earlier writers, many deriving from rhetorical 
studies. He made use of the same set of eight word classes as those 
given in the Tt!chne, but he redefined some of them, more particularly 
to make greater use of philosophical terminology and to establish a 
common class meaning for each word class. 77 He defined the pronoun 
not merely as a noun substitute as Thrax had done, but additionally as 
standing for substance (ousia (ovcrkx)) without qualities, a statement 
repeated by Priscian and of considerable importance later in mediaeval 
linguistic thought.7S 

Though he worked on the basis of the morphological description of 
Greek set down by the Alexandrian school, his general outlook on 
linguistic matters was more mentalist than theirs and owed much to 
Stoic influences. He sharply distinguished form and meaning (schima 
("Xfilla) and t!nnoia (EVVOia) in his terminology), and assigned gramma
tical structure to the side of meaning, in statements markedly similar to 
some found among wdters of 'general grammar' today.79 

Just as the nominal and verbal constituents of the Greek sentence 
were the first to be recognized as distinct and were always regarded as 
the most fundamental division in the grammar of the language, Apol
lonius expressly built his syntactic description on the relations of the 
noun and the verb to each other and of the remaining classes of words 
to these two. so In describing these relations he relied on the cases of 
iwminally inflected words in their different interconnections with each 
other and with verbs, and on the three classes of verbs, active (transi
tive), .passive, and neutral (intransitive), with their separate relation
ships to the nominal case forms. One finds under the active verbs the 
statement that they designate an action 'passing over to something or 
someone else', whence the Latin verbum transitivum and English 
transitive verb may be said to originate. BI 

These developments foreshadow the distinction of subject and object 
and of later concepts such as government (rection) and dependency. 
Such however do not appear to have been part of Apollonius's descrip
tive apparatus. He devotes considerable attention to concordia! relations 
(katallel6tes {KaTaAA1lii.6TI)S), akolouthia (&KoAov6ia)), which hold, for 
example, between a finite verb form and a nominative case noun or pro
noun in respect of number and person, but not between a finite verb and 
an oblique case form. Bz Of more abstract syntactic relations, such as can 
be established for all languages and not merely those morphologically 
similar to Latin and Greek, he mentions the relationship of constituent 
structuring (paralambdnesthai (1TapaAa!lj3avecr6at) to be taken together) 
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to refer to the construction of participle anc\ main verb in a sentence, 
or of noun or pronoun and verb.8J Substitution (anthypdgesthai 
(&veu-rrayecr6o:t)) occurs when a word of one class, e.g. a pronoun, can be 
used in place of one of another class, e.g. a noun. 84 In his use of sym
paralambdnesthai (OVJ.11Tcxpal\cqJ!3avecr6cn), 'to be taken along in addi
tion', something like the modern concepts of immediate constituency 
and hierarchical ranking seems to be envisaged, as in his analysis of the 
sentence tachy elthon paidion 6nesen hem&s (-rcxxu eA.66v 1TCX!6iov OOVT]O"EV 
fJJ.lO:s), quickly coming up, the boy helped us, in which the adverb 
tachy, quickly, is immediately associated with the participle elth6n, 
having come, which in turn is associated with the main verb 6nesen, (he) 
helped.8s . . 

However a good deal of Apollonius's discussion of grammatical 
questions was directed not so much towards the extension of the frame-

.. work of descriptiop. available at tJ:le time as to attempts at explaining 
particular features of Greek constructions. Thus the fact that two verbs 
meaning 'to love', phileln (<p1A.eiv) and er&n (epO:v), take respectively the 
accusative and genitive case is referred for explanation to the more 
passionate and therefore less controlled nature of the love involved in 
er&n 86; and the true explanation of the peculiar Greek concord of 
singular verb with a neuter plural subject noun (grdphei ta paidia 
(ypa<pEI -ra 1TCX16icx), the boys are writing) quite escaped him, arising, in 
fact, as is now known, historically in the origin of the nominative 
neuter plural case ending .from a singular collective. 87 

Apollonius's son, Herodian, is· best known for his w·ork on Greek · 
accentuation and punctuation, covering the field of the prosOdfai 
referred to by Dionysius Thrax. The prosOdiai were described in more 
detail by later scholiasts and came to include the distinctive pitch levels 
symbolized by the accent marks on written words, length and shortness 
in vowels and quantity in syllables, aspiration and non-aspiration of 
vocalic onset at the beginning of words ('rough' and 'smooth breath
ings '),and such junctura! phenomena as vowel elision, pitch changes·in 
word compounding, and word boundary markers of the type that could 
distinguish estl Ndxi'os (ecr-rl Na~IOS), he is a Naxian, from estln dxios 
(eo-rlv 0:~1os), he is worthy (perhaps comparable with the features 
available to keep apart English a notion from an ocean). It is interesting 
to see the Greek word prosodiii covering very much the range of 
phonetic phenomena to which the term prosody has been applied in 
recent Firthian phonological analysis. 88 

The atzalogfai of Thrax's morphology found their ultimate consum-
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mation in the lists of nominal and verbal inflections, known as canons 
(kdnones (Kavoves) ), on which later paradigms were modelled. The best 
known is the complete set of all the theoretically available forms of the 
verb typtein ('TtnrTElv), to hit, of which, however, in classical Greek only 
a limited number were actually in use. 

Byzantine scholars continued the study of the Greek case system, 
and a semantic analysis of the cases by Maximus Planudes (c. rz6o
I3Io), highly praised by Hjelmslev in his study of this category, was 
one of the linguistic insights carried back to Renaissance Europe from 
Byzantium at the end of the Middle Ages, and became influential in the 
development of theories of case in modern Europe. 89 

These later developments all belong . to a post-classical age. By 
general recognition the literature of the post-Hellenistic eras never 
approached the standard of the classical epochs of Greece, in variety, 
spontaneity, or profundity. In the Byzantine period, theological con
troversies apart, literary studies were largely concentrated ·on the past, 
and in this respect linguistic scholarship was a proper product of the 
times. The descriptions, analyses, and explanations of the grammarians 
and the commentators formed part of a wider body of learning devoted 
to the study of earlier literary works. This was an age of dictionaries; 
glossaries, and commentaries~ of working over past originals rather than 
of new creation. 

It is not difficult to detect omissions and misrepresentations 'in that 
part of Greek grammar summarized by Dionysius Thrax and in the 

· 'later cont~ibutions of Apollonius Dyscolus and his successors. While 
this criticism may seem at first sight flattering to modern scholarship, 
it is much less appropriate than is some sympathetic reflection on the 
very great achievements of successive generations of Greek scholars in 
devising and systematizing a formal terminology for the description of 
the classical Greek language as it was written and read aloud (and they 
set their sights no higher), a terminology which, through the medium 
of translation and adaptation to Latin, became the foundation for nearly 
two thousand years of grammatical theory and the teaching and study 
of the Greek and Latin languages. From the resources of a language not 
previously required to embody precise metalingnistic statements the 
Greeks had hammered out, through stages that we are able in great part 
to retrace, a detailed and articulated technical vocabulary for gram
matical description. 

The Greek triumph in intellectual civilization is to have done so 
much in so mariy fields; their work in logic, ethics, politics, rhetoric, 
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and mathematics, to mention only some subjects, comes to mind at ' 
once. Their achievement in that part of linguistics in which they were ~ 
strongest, namely grammatical theory and grammatical description, is 1 

strong enough to deserve and to sustain critical examination. It is also i 
such as to inspire our gratitude and admiration. 1 
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Three 

Rome 

In passing from Greece to Rome we enter a very different world. One . . . -
rightly speaks of the Greco-Roman era as a period of unified civilization 
around the Mediterranean area, but the respective roles of Greece and 
Rome were dissimilar and complementary. Without the other, the 
contribution of either to European civilization would have been less 
significant and less productive. 

The Romans had for long enjoyed contact with Greek material 
culture and intellectual ideas, through the Greek settlements in the 
south of Italy;· and they had learned writing from the western Greeks. 
But it was during the third and second· centuries B.C. that the Greek 
world fell. progressively within the control of Rome, by now the mistress 
of the whole of Italy. The expansion of Roman rule was almost com
plete by the Christian era, and the Roman Empire, as it now was, had 
achieved a relatively permanent position, which, with fairly small-scale 
changes in Britain and on the northern and eastern frontiers, remained 
free of serious wars for a further two hundred years. The second half 
of this period earned Gibbon's well-known encomium: 'If a man were 
called to fix the period in the history of the world during which the 
condition of the human race was most happy and prosperous, he would, 
without hesitation, name that which elapsed from the death of Domitian 
to the accession of Commodus ', 1 

In taking over the Hellenistic world, the Romans brought within 
their sway the Jewish people and the land of the Old and New Testa
ments. The.intellectual background of Greece and J udaea and the poli
cal. unity and freedom of intercourse provided by Roman stability 
were the conditions in which Christianity arose and spread, to become 
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in the fourth century A.D. the state religion of the Roman Empire. To 
these three. peoples, the Greeks, the Romans, and the Jews, modern 
Europe and much of the entire modern world owe the origins of their 
intellectual, moral, political and religious civilization. 

From their earliest contacts the Romans cheerfully acknowledged the 
superior intellectual and artistic achievements of the Greeks. Linguis
tically this was reflected in the different common languages of the 
eastern and the western provinces. In the western half of the empire, 
where no contact had been made with a recognized civilization, Latin 
became the language of administration, business, law, learning, and 
social advancement. Ultimately spoken Latin (by no means identical 
with classical literary Latin) displaced the former languages of most of 
the western provinces, and became in the course of linguistic evolution 
the modern Romance, or Neo-Latin, languages of contemporary Eur
ope. In the east, however, already largely under Greek administration . 
since the Hellenistic period, Greek retained the position it had already 
reached; Roman officials often learned and used Greek in the course of 
their duties, and Greek literature and philosophy were highly respected. 
Ultimately this linguistic division was politically recognized .in the 
splitting of the Roman Empire into the Western and the Eastern 
Empires, with the new eastern capital at Constantinople (Byzantium) 
enduring as the head of tht; Byzantine dominions through much trial 

. and tribulation up to the beginning of the western Renaissance. 
The accepted view of the relation between Roman rule and Greek 

civilization wa~ probably well represented in Vergil's famous summary 
of Rome's place and duty: let others (i.e. the Greeks) excel if they will 
in the arts, while Rome keeps the peace of the world.' 

During the years in which Rome ruled the western civilized world, 
there must have been contacts between speakers of Latin and speakers 
of other languages at all levels and in all places. Interpreters must have 
been in great demand, and the teaching and learning of Latin (and, in 
the eastern provinces, of Greek) must have been a concern for all 
manner of persons both in private households and in organized schools. 
Translations were numerous. The first translation of the Old Testa
ment into Greek (the Septuagint) was the,~k of Jewish scholars of 
the Hellenistic age, and from the third century--JJ.c. Greek literature 
was systematically translated into Latin. So much did the prestige of 
Greek writing prevail, that Latin poetry abandoned its native metres 
and was composed during the classical period and after in metres 
learned from the Greek poets. This adaptation to Latin of Greek 
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metres found its culmination in the magnificent hexameters of Vergil 
and the perfected elegiacs of Ovid. It is surprising that we know so 
little of the details of all this linguistic activity, and that so little writing 
on the various aspects of linguistic contacts is either preserved for us 
or known to have existed. The Romans were aware of multilingualism 
as an achievement. Aulus Gellius tells of the remarkable king Mithri
dates of Pontus (r2o-63 B.c.), who was able to converse with any 
of his subjects, who fell into more than twenty different speech com
munities.3 

In linguistic science the Roman experience was no exception to the 
general condition of their relations with Greek intellectual work. 
Roman linguistics was largely the application of Greek thought, Greek 
controversies, and Greek categories to the Latin language. The rela
tively similar basic structures of the two languages, together with the 
unity of civilization achieved in the Greco-Roman world, facilitated 
this metalinguistic transfer. ' 

The introduction of linguistic studies into Rome is credited to one of 
those picturesque anecdotes that lighten the historian's narrative. 
Crates; a Stoic ·philosopher and grammarian, came to Rome on a 
political delegation in the middle of the second century B.c., and while 
sightseeing fell on an open drain and was detained in bed with a broken 
leg. He passed the time while recovering in giving lectures on literary 
themes to an appreciative audience. 

It is probable that Crates as a Stoic introduced mainly Stoic doctrine 
in his teaching; but G~eek thinkers and Greek learning entered the 
Roman world increasingly in this period, and by the time of Varro 

· ( rr 6-27 B.c.), both Alexandrian and Stoic opinions on language were 
known and discussed. Varro is the first serious Latin writer on linguistic 
questions of whom we have any records. He was a polymath, ranging 
in his interests through agriculture, senatorial procedure, and Roman 
antiquities. The number of his writings was celebrated by his contem
poraries, and his De lingua Latina, wherein he expounded his linguistic 
opinions, comprised twenty-five volumes, of which books 5 to ro and 
some fragments of the others survive. 

One major feature of Varro's linguistic work is his lengthy exposition 
and formalization of the opposing views in the analogy-anomaly contro
versy (pp. 19-22, above), and a good deal of his description and analysis 
of Latin appears in his treatment of this problem. He is, ip. fact, one of the 
main sources for its details, and it has been claimed that he misrepre~ 
sented it as a matter of permanent academic attack and counter-attack, 
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rather than as the more probable co-existence of opposite tendencies or 
attitudes. • 

Varro's style has been criticized as unattractive, but on linguistic 
questions he was probably the most original of all the Latin scholars. 
He was much influenced by Stoic thought, including that of his own 
teacher Stilo; but he was equally familiar with Alexandrian doctrine, 
and a fragment purporting to preserve his definition of grammar, 'the 
systematic knowledge of the usage of the majority of poets, historians, 
and orators ',s looks very much like a direct copy of Thrax's definition 
(p. 3 r, above). On the other hand he appears to have used his Greek 
predecessors and contemporaries rather than merely to have applied 
them with the minimum of change to Latin, and his statements and 
conclusions are supported by argument and exposition, and by the 
independent investigation of earlier stages of the Latin language. He 
was much admired and quoted by later writers on linguistics, though in 
the main stream of linguistic theory his treatment of .Latin grammar 
did not bring to bear the influence on the mediaeval successors to 
antiquity that more derivative scholars such as Priscian did, who set 
themselves to describe Latin within the framework already fixed for 
Greek by Thrax's Teclme and the syntactic works of Apollonius. 

In the evaluation of Varro's work on language we are hampered by 
the fact that only six of the twenty-five books of the De lingua Latina 
survive. We have his threefold ·division Of linguistic studies, into 
etymology, morphology, and syntax, 6 and the material to judge the first 
and seoon<f. · 

Varro envisaged language developing from an originallil!lited set of 
primal words, imposed on things so as to refer to them, and acting 
productively as the source of large numbers of other words through 
subsequent changes in letters, or in phonetic form (the two modes of 
description came to the same thing for him). 7 These letter changes take 
place in the course of years, and earlier forms, such as duellum for 
classical bellum, war, are cited as instances. At the same time meanings 
change, as, for example, the meaning of hostis, once 'stranger', but in 
Varro's time, and in classical and later Latin, 'enemy'.s These etymo
logical statements are supported by modern scholarship, but a great 
deal of his etymology suffers from the same weakness and lack of com
prehension that characterized Greek work in this field. Anas, duck from 
nare, to swim, vitis, vine; from vis, strength, and cilra, care, from cor 
iirere, to burn the heart, are sadly typical both of his work and of Latin 
etymological studies in general. • 
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A fundamental ignorance of linguistic history is seen in Varro's 
references to Greek. Similarities in word forms bearing comparable 
meanings in Latin and Greek were obvious. Some were the produ.ct of 
historical loans at various periods once the two communities had made 
indirect and then direct contacts; others were the joint descendants of 
earlier Indo-european forms whose existence can be inferred and whose 
shapes can to some extent be 'reconstructed' by the methods of com
parative and historical linguistics. But of this, Varro, like the rest of 
antiquity, had no conception. All such words were jointly regarded 
by him as direct loans from Greek, whose place in the immediate 
history of Latin was misrepresented and exaggerated as a result of the 
Romans' consciousness of their cultural debt to Greece and mytho
logical associations of Greek heroes in the story. of the founding of 
Rome. 

In his conception of vocabulary growing from alterations made to 
the forms of primal words, Varro united two separate considerations, 
historical etymology and the synchronic formation of derivations and 
inflexions. Certain canonical members of paradigmatical!y associated· 
word series were said to be primal, all the others resulting from 'de
clension' ( decliniitio), formal processes of change.• 0 Derivational pre
fixes are given particular attention in book 6, chapter 38. 

One must regret Varro's failure to distinguish these two dimensions 
of linguistic study, because,· as with other linguists in antiquity, his 
.synchronic descriptive observations were much more informative and 
perceptive than his attempts at historical etymology. As an example of 
an. apparent awareness of the distinction, one may note his statement 
that, within Latin, equitiittis cavalry, and eques (stem equit-), horseman, 
can be associated with and descriptively referred back to equus, horse, 
but that no further explanation on the same lines is possible for 
equus. 11 Within Latin it is primal, and any explanation of its form 
and its meaning involve diachronic research into earlier stages of the 
Indo-european family and cognate forms in languages other than 
Latin. 

In the field of word form variations from a single root, both deriva
tional and inflexional, Varro rehearsed the arguments for and against 
analogy and anomaly, citing Latin examples of regularity and of 
irregularity. Sensibly enough he concluded that both principles must be 
recognized and accepted in the word formations of a language and in 
the meanings associated with them. 12 In discussing the limits of strict 
regularity in the formation of words he noticed the pragmatic nature of 
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language, with its vocabulary more differentiated in culturally impor
tant areas than in others. Thus equus, horse, and equa, mare, had sepa
rate forms for the male and female animal because the sex difference 
was important to the speakers, but corvus, raven, did not, because in 
them the difference is not important to men; once this was true of doves, 
formerly all designated by the feminine noun calumba, but since they 
were domesticated a separate, analogical, masculine form columbus was 
created. 13 Varro further recognized the possibilities open to the indi
vidual, particularly in poetic diction, of variations (anomalies) beyond 
those sanctioned by majority usage, a conception not remote from the 
Saussurean interpretation of langue and parole. 

One of Varro's most penetrating observations in this context was the 
distin-ction between derivational and inflexional formation, a distinction 
not commonly made in antiquity. One of the characteristic features of 
inflexions is their very great generality; inflexional paradigms contain 
few omissions and are mostly the same for all speakers of a single 
dialect or of an acknowledged standard language. This part of morpho
logy Varro called 'natural word form variation' (declfniitio niitilriilis), 
because, given a word and its inflexional class, we can infer all its other 
forms.'4 By contrast, synchronic derivations vary in use and accept
ability from person to person and fro~ one word root to another ( cp. 
p. 21, above); from ovis, sheep, and sus, pig, are formed ovfle, sheep
fold, and sufle, pigsty, but bovfle is not acceptable to V arro from bas, 
ox, although Cato is said to have used the form (the normal Latin word 
for ox-stall was. bilbfle). IS The facultative and less ordered state of this 
part of morphology, which gives a language much of its flexibility, was 
distinguished by V arro in his use of the term 'spontaneous word form 
variation' (declfniitio voluntiiria). 

Varro showed himself likewise original in his proposed morpho
logical classification of Latin words. His use in this of the morpho
logical categories shows how he understood and made use of his Greek 
sources without deliberately copying their conclusions. He recognized, 
as they had done, case and tense as the primary distinguishing cate
gories of inflected words in the classical languages, and set up a quadri
partite system of four inflexionally contrasting classes: 

Those with case inflexion, 
those with tense inflexion, 
those with case and tense inflexion, 
those with neither, 

nouns (including adjectives); 
verbs, 
participles, 
adverbs. 

~ 
I 
I 
I 



---------------------,-----------

ROME 51 

These four classes were further categorized as forms which, respec
tively, named, made statements, joined (i.e. shared in the syntax of 
nouns and verbs), and supported (constructed with verbs as their 
subordinate members). 1 6 In the passages dealing with these classes the 
adverbial examples are all morphologically derived forms like docte, 
learnedly, and lecte, choicely. His definition would apply equally well 
to the underived and monomorphemic adverbs of Latin, like mox, soon, 
and eras, tomorrow, but these are referred to elsewhere among the un
inflected, invariable or 'barren' (sterile) words. 17 A full classification of 
the invariable words of Latin would require the distinction of syntacti
cally defined subclasses such as Thrax used for Greek and the later 
Latin grammarians took over for Latin; but from his examples it seems 
clear that what was of prime interest to Varro was the range of grammati
cally different words that could be formed on a single common root 
(e.g. lego, I choose, I re.ad, lector, reader, legens, reading, one who reads, 
and lecte, choicely). 

In his treatment of the verbal category of tense, Varro displayed his 
sympathy with Stoic doctrine, in which two semantic functions were 
distinguished within the forms of the tense paradigms, time reference 
and aspect (p. 29, above); In his analysis of the six indicative tenses, 
active and· passive, the aspectual division, incomplete-complete, was 
the_ more fundamental for him, as each aspect regularly shared the same 
·stem form, and in the passive voice the completive aspect tenses con-. 
sisted of two words, though Varro claims that erroneously most people 
only considered the time reference dimension: IS 

Active Time past present future 

Aspect 
incomplete discibam I was disco I learn disc am I shall 

learning learn 
complete didiceram I had didici I have didicerii I shall 

learned learned have 
learned 

Passive 
incomplete amtibar I was amor I am amtibor I shall be 

loved loved loved 
complete amtitus I had amtitus I have amiitus I shall 

eram been sum been era have been 
loved loved loved 

(The Latin future perfect was in more common use than the corresponding 
Greek (Attic) future perfect.) 

• 
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Varro put the Latin 'perfect' tense forms didici, etc., in the present 
completive place, corresponding to the place of the Greek perfect tense 
forms . .In what we have or know of his writings he does not appear to 
have allowed for one of the major differences between the Greek and 
Latin tense paradigms, namely that in the Latin 'perfect' tense there 
was a syncretism of simple past meaning ('I did'), and perfect meaning 
('I have done'), corresponding to the Greek aorist and perfect respec
tively. The Latin 'perfect' tense forms belong in both aspectual 
categories, a point clearly made later by Priscian in his exposition of a 
similar analysis of the Latin verbal tenses. 19 

If the difference in use and meaning between the Greek and Latin 
perfect tense forms seems to have escaped Varro's attention, the more 
obvious contrast between the five term case system of Greek and the 
six term system of Latin forced itself on him, as it did on anyone else 
who learned both languages. Latin formally distinguished an ablative 
case; 'by·whom an action is performed' is the gloss given by Varni. 20 

It shared a number of the meanings and syntactic functions of the Greek 
genitive and dative case forms. For this reason the ablative was called 
the 'Latin case' or the 'sixth case'. 21 Varro took the nominative forms 
as the canonical word forms, from which the oblique cases were 
developed, and, like his Greek predecessors, he contented himself with 
fixing on one typical meaning or relationship as definitive for each case 
(his apparent mistranslation of the Greek· aitiiitik€ pt8sis 'by ciisus · 
acciisativus has already been mentioned, p. 35, above). 

Varro. was probably th~ most independent. and original writer on 
linguistic topics among the Romans. 22 After him we can follow dis
cussions of existing questions by several authors with no great claim on 
our attention. Among others Julius Caesar is reported to have turned 
his mind to the analogy-anomaly debate while crossing the Alps on a 
campaign. 23 Thereafter the controversy gradually faded away. Pris
cian used analogia to mean the regular inflexion of inflected words, 
without mentioning anomalia; the term anomalia (whence English 
anomalous= irregular, as a technical term sometimes used in grammar) 
appeared occasionally among the late grammarians. 24 

Varro's ideas on the classification of Latin words have been noticed; 
but the word class system that was established in the Latin tradition 
enshrined in the works of Priscian and the late Latin grammarians was 
much closer to. the one given in Thrax's Techne. The number of classes 
remained at eight, with one change. A class of words corresponding to 
the Greek (definite) article ho, he, t6, the, did not exist in classical 
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Latin; the definite articles of the Romance languages developed later 
from weakened forms of the demonstrative pronoun ille, illa, illud, 
that. The Greek relative pronoun was morphologically similar to the 
article and classed with it by Thrax and Apollonius. 2

' In Latin the 
relative pronoun, qui, quae, quod, who, which, was morphologically akin 
to the interrogative pronoun quis, quid, who?, which?, and both were 
classed together either with the noun or the pronoun class. z6 

In place of the article the Latin grammarians recognized the inter
jection as a separate word class, instead of treating it as a subclass of 
adverbs as Thrax and Apollonius had done.27 Priscian regarded its 
separate status as common practice among Latin scholars, but the first 
writer who is known to have dealt with it in this way was Remmius 
Palaemon, a grammatical and literary scholar of the first century A.D., 

who defined it as having no statable meaning but indicating emotion. 2 s 
Priscian laid more stress on its syntactic independence in sentence 
structure. 

Quintilian was Palaemon's pupil; he wrote extensively on education, 
and in his Institutio aratoria, wherein. he expounded his opinions, 
he dealt briefly with grammar, regarding it as a propaedeutic to the 
full and proper appreciation of literature in a liberal education, in 
terms very similar to those used by Thrax at the beginning of the 
Techne (p. 3I, above). _In a matter of detail, Quintilian discussed the 
analysis of the Latin case system,. a topic always prominent in the minds 
of Latin scholars who had studied. Greek. He suggested isolating the 
instrumental use of the ablative (gladiii, with a sword) as a seventh case, 
since it has nothing in common semantically with the other meanings 
of the ablative.'' Separate instrumental case forms are found in Sans
krit, and may be inferred for unitary Indo-european, though the Greeks 
and Romans knew nothing of this. It was (and is) common practice to 
name the cases by reference to one of their meanings (dative 'giving', 
ablative 'taking away', etc.), but their .formal identity as members of a 
six term paradigm rested on their meaning, or more generally, their 
meanings, and their syntactic functions being associated with a morpho
logically distinct form in at least some of the members of the case in
flected word classes. Priscian saw this, and in view of the absence of 
any morphological feature distinguishing the instrumental use of the 
ablative case forms from their other uses, he reproved such an addition 
to the descriptive grammar of Latin as redundant (supervacuum).'o 

The work of Varro, Quintilian, and others during the classical age 
of Rome shows the process of absorption of Greek linguistic theory, 
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controversies, and categories, in their application to the Latin language. 
But Latin linguistic scholarship is best known for the formalization of 
descriptive Latin grammar, to become the basis of all education in later 
antiquity and the Middle Ages and the traditional schooling of the 
modern world. The Latin grammars of the present day are the direct 
descendants of the compilations of the later Latin grammarians, as the 
most cursory examination of Priscian's Institutiones grammaticae will 
show. 

Priscian's grammar (c. A.D. soo), comprising eighteen books and 
running to nearly a thousand pages as published today may be taken as 
representative of their work. Quite a number of writers of Latin gram
mars, working in different parts of the Roman Empire, are known to us 
from-the first century A.D. onward.JI Ofthem Donatus (fourth century) 
and Priscian are the best known. Though they differ on several points 
of detail, on the whole all these grammarians set out and follow the 
same basic system of grammatical description. For the most part they 
show little originality, doing their best to apply the terminology and 
categories of the Greek grammarians to the Latin language. The Greek 
technical terms were given fixed translations with the nearest available 
Latin word: 6noma, nomen, antonymiii, pronomen, syndesmos, coniunctio, 
etc. In this procedure they had been encouraged by Didymus, a volu
minous Alexandrian scholar of the second half of the first century B.c., 
\vho stated tha:t every feature ·of Greek grammar could be found in 
Latin. 32 He followed the $toic word class system which included the 
article and the personal pronouns in one class (p: ·28, above J, so that 
the absence of a word form corresponding to the Greek article did not 
upset his classification.JJ Among the Latin grammarians, Macrobius 
(c. A.D. 400) gave an account of the 'differences and likenesses' of the 
Greek and the Latin verb, 34 but it amounted to little more than a 
parallel listing of the forms, without any penetrating investigation of 
the verbal systems of the two languages. 

The succession of Latin grammarians through whom the accepted 
grammatical description of the language was brought to completion 
and handed on to the Middle Ages spanned the first five centuries of 
the Christian era. This period covered the pax Romana and the unitary 
Greco-Roman civilization of the Mediterranean that lasted during the 
first two centuries, the breaking of the imperial peace in the third 
century, and the final shattering of the. western provinces, including 
Italy, by invasion from beyond the earlier frontiers of the empire. 
Historically these centuries witnessed two events of permanent signifi-
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cance in the life of the civilized world. In the first place, Christianity, 
which, from a secular standpoint, started as the religion of a small 
deviant sect of Jewish zealots, spread and extended its influence through 
the length and breadth of the empire, until, in the fourth century, after 
surviving repeated persecutions and attempts at its suppression, it was 
recognized as the official religion of the state. Its subsequent dominance 
of European thought and of all branches of learning for the next thou
sand years was now assured, and neither doctrinal schisms nor heresies, 
nor the lapse of an emperor into apostasy could seri~usly check or halt 
its progress. & Christianity gained the upper hand and attracted to 
itself men of learning, the scholarship of the period shows the struggle 
between the old declining pagan standards of classical antiquity and 
the rising generations of Christian apologists, philosophers, and his
torians, interpreting and adapting the heritage of the past in the light 
of their own conceptions and requirements. 

The second event was a less gradual one, the splitting of the Roman 
world into two halves, east and west. After a century of civil turmoil 
and barbarian pressure, Rome ceased under Diocletian (284-305) to be 
the administrative capital of the empire, and his later successor Con
stantine transferred his government to a new city, built on the old 
Byzantium and named Constantinople after him. By the end of the 
fourth century the empire was formally _divided into an eastern and a 
western realm, each governed by its own emperor;. the division roughly · 
corresponded to the separation of the old Hellenized area conquered by 
Rome but remaining Greek in culture and language, and the provinces 
raised from barbarism by Roman influence and Roman letters. Con
stantinople, assailed from the west and from the east, continued for a 
thousand years as the head of the Eastern (Byzantine) Empire, until it 
fell to the Turks in 1453. During and after the break-up of the Western 
Empire, Rome endured as the capital city of the Roman Church, while 
Christianity in the east gradually evolved in other directions to become 
the Eastern Orthodox Church. · 

Culturally one sees as the years pass on from the so-called 'Silver 
Age' (late first century A.D.) a decline in liberal attitudes, a gradual 
exhaustion of older themes, and a loss of vigour in developing new ones. 
Save only in the rising Christian communities, scholarship was back
ward-looking, taking the form of erudition devoted to the ackoowledged 
standards of the past. This was an era of commentaries, epitomes, and 
dictionaries. The Latin grammarians, whose oudook was similar to that 
of the Alexandrian Greek scholars, like them directed their attention 
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to the language of classical literature, for the study of which grammar 
served as the introduction and foundation. The changes taking place 
in the spoken and the non-literary written Latin around them aroused 
little interest; their works are liberally exemplified with texts, all drawn 
from the prose and verse writers of classical Latin and their ante
classical predecessors Plautus and Terence. 

How different accepted written Latin was becoming can be seen by 
comparing the grammar and style of St. Jerome's fourth century trans
lation of the Bible (the Vulgate), wherein several grammatical features 
of the Romance languages are anticipated, with the Latin preserved and 
described by the grammarians, one of whom, Donatus, second only to 
Priscian in reputation, was in fact St. Jerome's teacher. 

The nature and the achievement of the late Latin grammarians can 
best be appreciated through a consideration of the work of their 
greatest representative, Priscian, who taught Latin grammar in Con
stantinople in the second half of the fifth· century. Though he drew 
much from his Latin predecessors, his aim, like. theirs, was to transfer 
as far as he could the grammatical system of Thrax's Techne and of 

. Apollonius's writi~gs to Latin. His admiration for Greek linguistic 
scholarship and his dependence on Apollonius and his son Herodian, in 
particular, 'the greatest authorities on grammar', are made clear in his 
introductory paragraphs and throughout his grammar." 
- Priscian worked systematically through his subject, the description 

of the language of classical Latin literature. Pronunciation and syllable 
structure are covered by a description of .the letters (litterae), defined 
as the smallest parts of articulate speech, of which the properties are 
nomen, the name of the letter, figiira, its written shape, and potestiis, its 
phonetic value.'6 All this had already been set out for Greek (p. 24, 
above), and the phonetic descriptions of the letters as pronounced seg
ments and of the syllable structures carry little of linguistic interest 
except for their partial evidence of the pronunciation of the Latin 
language. 

From phonetics Priscian passes to morphology, defining the word 
(dictio) and the sentence (oriitio) in the same terms that Thrax had used, 
as the minimum unit of sentence structure and the expression of a 
complete thought, respectively.37 As with the rest of western antiquity, 
Priscian's grammatical model is word and paradigm, and he expressly 
denied any linguistic significance to divisions, in what ·would now be 
called morphemic analysis, below the word. 38 On one of his rare 
entries into this field he misrepresented the morphemic composition of 
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words containing the negative !'refix in- (indoctus, m1taught, etc.), by 
identifying it with the preposition in, in, into. 39 These two morphemes, 
in-, negative, and in-, the prefixal use of the preposition, are in contrast 
in the two words invisus, unseen, and invisus, hated (literally, looked 
(askance) at). 

Mter a brief review of earlier theories of Greek linguists, Priscian 
set out the classical system of eight word classes laid down by Thrax 
and Apollonius, with the omission of the article and the separate 
recognition of the interjection, already mentioned. Each class of words 
is defined, and described by reference to its relevant formal categories 
(accidents (accidentia), whence the later accidence for the morphology 
of a language), and all are copiously illustrated v·ith examples from 
classical texts. All this takes up sixteen of the eighteen books, the last 
two being devoted to syntax. Priscian seems to have addressed himself 
to readers already knowing Greek, as Greek examples are widely used 
and comparisons with Greek are drawn at various points, and the last 
hundred pages (r8.zo.r57 ff.) are wholly taken up with the comparison 
of different constructions in the two languages. Though Constantinople 
was a Greek-speaking city in a Greek-speaking area, Latin was declared 
the official language when the new city was founded as the capital of the 
Eastern Empire; great numbers of speakers of Greek as a first language 
must have needed Latin teaching from then on. _ 
· The eight parts of speech (word classes) in Priscian's grammar may 
be compared with those in Dionysius Thrax's Techne. Reference to
extant definitions in Apollonius and Priscian's expressed reliance on 
him allow us to infer that Priscian's definitions are substantially those 
of Apollonius, as is his statement that each separate class is known by 
its semantic content. •• 

nomen {noun, including words now classed as adjectives): the 
property of the noun is to indicate a substance and a quality, and it 
assigns a common or a particular quality to every body or thing. 4' 

verbum (verb): the property of a verb is to indicate an action or a 
being acted on; it has tense and mood forms, but is not case 
inflected. •• 

participium {participle): a class of words always derivationally 
referable to verbs, sharing the categories of verbs and nouns (tenses 
and cases), and therefore distinct from both.•3• This definition is in 
line with the Greek treatment of these words {p. 34, above). 

pronomen {pronoun): the property of the pronoun is its substi
tutability for proper nouns and its specifiability as to person (first, 
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second, or third). 44 The limitation to proper nouns, at least as far as 
third person pronouns are concerned, contradicts the facts of Latin. 
Elsewhere Priscian repeats Apollonius's statement that a specific 
property of the pronoun is to indicate substance without quality, 4S 

a way of interpreting the lack of lexical restriction on the nouns 
which may be referred to anaphorically by pronouns. 

adverbium (adverb): the property of the adverb is to be used in 
construction with a verb, to which it is syntactically and semantically 
subordinate. 46 

praepositiiJ (preposition): the property of the preposition is to be 
used as a separate word before case inflected words and in composi
tion before both case-inflected and non-case-inflected words. 47 

Priscian, like Thrax, identified the first part of words like proconsul, 
proconsul, and intercurrere, to mingle with, as prepositions. 

interiectiiJ (interjection): a class of words syntactically indepen
dent of verbs, and indicating a feeling or a state .of mind.<S. 

coniunctiiJ (conjunction): the property of conjunctions is to join 
syntactically two or more members of any· other word class,. indi
cating a relationship between them. •• 

In reviewing Priscian' s work as a whole, one notices that in the 
context in which he was writing and in the form in which he cast his 
description of Latin, no definition of grammar itself was found neces
sary. Where ·other late Latin grammarians defined the term, they did no 
more than abbreviate the .definition given at the beginning of Thrax's 
Techne. It is clear that the place of grammar, and of linguistic studies in 
general, in education was the same as had been precisely and deliber
ately set out by Thrax and summarily repeated by Quintilian. Priscian's 
omission is an indication of the long continuity of the conditions and 
objectives taken for granted during these centuries. 

· Priscian organized the morphological description of the forms of 
nouns .and verbs, and of the other inflected words, by setting up 
canonical or basic forms, in nouns the nominative singular and in verbs 
the first person singular present indicative active; from these he pro
ceeded to the other forms by a series of letter changes, the letter being 
for him, as for the rest of western antiquity, both the minimal graphic 
unit and the minimal phonological unit. The steps involved in these 
changes bear no relation to morphemic analysis, and are of the type 
that found no favour at all in recent descriptive linguistics, though 
under the influence of the generative grammarians somewhat similar 
process terminologies are now being suggested. so 
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The accidents or categories in which Priscian classed the formally 
different word shapes of the inflected or variable words included both 
derivational and inflexional sets, Priscian following the practice of the 
Greeks in not distinguishing between them. Varro's important insight 
was disregarded. But Priscian was clearly informed on the theory of the 
establishment of categories and of the use of semantic labels to identify 
them. Verbs were defined by reference to action or being acted on, but 
he pointed out that on a deeper consideration (' si quis altius consideret ') 
such a definition would require considerable qualification; and case 
names were taken, for the most part, from just one relatively frequent 
use among a number of uses applicable to the particular case named." 
This is probably more prudent, if less exciting, than the insistent 
search for a common or basic meaning uniting all the semantic func
tions associated with each single set of morphologically identified case 
forms. The status of the six cases of Latin nouns is shown to rest, not 
on the actually different case forms of any one noun or one declension 
of nouns, ·but on semantic and syntactic functions systematically cor
related with differences in morphological shape at some point in the 
declensional paradigms of the noun class as a whole; the many-one 
relations found in Latin (as in other languages) between forms and 
uses and between uses and forms are properly allowed for in the 
analysis. sz 
. In describing the morphology of the Latin verb, Priscian adopted 

the system set out by Thrax for the Greek verb (p. 35, above), dis
tinguishing pres~nt, past, and future, with ·a fourfold semantiC division . 
of the past into imperfect, perfect, plain past (aorist), and pluperfect, 
and recognizing the syncretism of perfect and aorist meanings in the 
Latin perfect tense forms. sa Except for the recognition of the full 
grammatical status of the Latin perfect tense forms, Priscian's analysis, 
based on that given in the Techne, is manifestly inferior to the one set 
out by Varro under Stoic influence. The distinction between incom
plete and complete aspect, correlating with differences in stem form, 
on which Varro laid great stress, is concealed, although Priscian recog
nized the morphological difference between the two stem forms unde.r
lying the six tenses, 54 Strangely, Priscian seems to have misunderstood 
the use and meaning of the Latin future perfect, calling it the future 
subjunctive, though the first person singular form by which he cited it 
(e.g. scripsero, I shall have written) is precisely the form which differen
tiates its paradigm from the perfect subjunctive paradigm (scripserim, 
I wrote) and, indeed, from any subjunctive verb form, none of which 
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show a first person termination in -15. This seems all the more surprising 
because the corresponding forms in Greek, e.g. tetypsomai (TETV\jJO!lat), 
I shall have been beaten, are correctly identified.ss Possibly his reason 
was that his Greek predecessors had excluded the future perfect from 
their schematization of the tenses, in that this tense was not much used 
in Greek, and was felt to be an Atticism (p. 30, above). A like depen
dence on the Greek categorial framework probably led him to recognize 
both a subjunctive mood (subordinating) and an optative mood (inde
pendent, expressing a wish) in the Latin verb, although Latin, unlike 
Greek, nowhere distinguishes these two mood forms morphologically, 
as Priscian in fact admits, thus confounding his earlier explicit recog
nition of the status of a formal grammatical category (p. 59, above).s6 

Despite such apparent misrepresentations, due primarily to an exces
sive trust in a point for point applicability of Thrax's and Apollonius's 
systematization of Greek to the Latin language, Priscian's morpho
logy is detailed, orderly, and in most places definitive. His treatment 
of syntax in the last two books is much less so, and a number of 
the organizing features that we find in modern grammars of Latin are 
lacking in his account; they were added by mediaeval and postmediaeval 
scholars on to the foundation of Priscianic morphology. Confidence in 
Priscian's syntactic theory is hardly increased by reading his assertion 
that the word order, most common in Latin, nominative case noun or 
pronoun (subject) followed hi verb is the natural ·one, because the 
substance is prior to the action it performs 57; such are the dangers of 
philosophizing on rui inadequate basis of empirical fact. 

In the syntactic description of Latin, Priscian classified verbs on the . 
same lines as had been worked ·out for Greek by the Greek grammarians, 
into active (transitive), passive, and neutral (intransitive), with due 
notice of the deponent verbs, passive in morphological form but active 
or intransitive in meaning and syntax and without corresponding 
passive tenses.• 8 Transitive verbs are those colligating with an oblique 
case (laudo te, I praise you, noce/5 tibi, I injure you, ege/5 miserantis, I 
need someone to pity me); and the absence of concord between oblique 
case forms and finite verbs is noted.•• But the terms subject and object 
were not in use in Priscian's time as grammatical terms, though the use 
of subiectum to designate the logical subject of a proposition was 
common~ Priscian made mention of the ablative absolute construction, 
though the actual name of this construction is a later invention; he 
gave an account and examples of exactly this use of the ablative case: 
me vidente puerum cecidisti, while I saw it you beat the boy, and Augusto 
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imperiitiire Alexandria provincia facta est, when Augustus was emperor 
Alexandria was made a province. 6o 

Of the systematic analysis of Latin syntactic structures Priscian had 
little to say. The relation of subordination was recognized as the primary 
syntactic function of the relative pronoun, qui, quae, quod, and of 
similar words used to downgrade or relate a. verb or a whole clause to 
another, main, verb or clause. 6 1• The concept of subordination was 
employed in distinguishing nouns (and pronouns used in their place) 
and verbs from all other words, in that these latter were generally used 
only in syntactically subordinate relations to nouns or verbs, these 
two classes of word being able by themselves to constitute complete 
sentences of the favourite, productive, type in Latin. 6z But in the sub
classification of the Latin conjunctions, the primary grammatical dis
tinction between subordinating and coordinating conjunctions was.left 
unmentioned, the coordinating tamen, however, being classed with the 
subordinating quamquam and quamsi, although. 63 

Once again it must be said that it is all too easy to exercise hindsight 
and to point out the errors and omissions of one's predecessors. It is 
both more fair and more profitable to realize the extent of Priscian's 
achievement in compiling his extensive, detailed, and comprehensive 
description of the Latin language of the classical authors, which was to 
serve as the basis of grammatical theory for eight centuries and as the 
foundation of Latin teaching up to the present day. Such additions and 
corrections, particularly in the field of syntax, as later generations 
needed to make could lie incorporated in the frame of ~efe:rence that 
Priscian had employed and expounded. 

Any division of linguistics (or of any other science) into sharply 
differentiated periods is a misrepresentation of the gradual passage of 
discoveries, theories, and attitudes that characterizes the greater part of 
man's intellectual history. But it is reasonable to close an account of 
Roman linguistic scholarship with Priscian. In his detailed (if in places 
misguided) fitting of Greek theory and analysis to the Latin language 
he represents the culmination of the expressed intentions of most 
Roman scholars once Greek linguistic work had come to their notice. 
And this was wholly consonant with the general Roman attitude in 
intellectual and artistic fields towards 'captive Greece' who 'made 
captive her uncivilized captor an<;! taught rustic Latium the finer 
arts,. 64 

Priscian's work is more than the end of an era; it is also the bridge 
between antiquity and the Middle Ages in linguistic scholarship. By 

• 
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far the most widely used grammar, Priscian's Institutiones grammaticae 
ran to no fewer than one thousand manuscripts, and formed the basis 
of mediaeval Latin grammar and the foundation of mediaeval linguistic 
philosophy, which must be considered in the next chapter. Priscian's 
grammar was the fruit of a long period of Greco-Roman unity. This 
unity had already been broken by the time he wrote, and in the centuries 
following, the Latin west was to be shattered beyond recognition. In 
the confusion of these times, the grammarians, their studies and their 
teaching, have been identified as one of the main defences of the 
classical heritage in the darkness of the Dark Ages. 6s 
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Four 

The Middle Ages 

'The Middle Ages' is a term used to designate and characterize the 
period of European history between the brea.ltdown of the Roman 
Empire as a unitary area of civilization and administration, and the 
sequence of events and cultural changes known as the Renaissance and 
generally taken as the opening phase of the modern world. Periodiza
tion of this sort is a descriptive convenience for the historian rather 
than a precise record of the facts; the 'decline and fall' of the Roman 
Empire, and the revival of learning, the rise o£ humanism and national
ism, religious reformation; and the other features collectively regarded· 
as characterizing and constituting the Renaissance are not events that 
can be.tocated at particular points in time; they summarize a multitude 
of events of historical significance and, perhaps of more importance; 
changes of attitude and of ways of behaving, that took place gradually 
and at different times in different places, but together served to mark 
off the European situation after them as recognizably and irreversibly 
altered from what had preceded. Any date taken symbolically as the 
start or as the finish of the Middle Ages must be arbitrary, and, if taken 
at all literally, misleading. 

'Middle', of course, would have no meaning for anyone living in the 
mediaeval period; the term springs from the sense of Renaissance men 
that, among other achievements, they were again linking hands with 
the bright civilization and humanism of the classical era across the gulf 
of intervening darkness and barbarism. 1 In this sweeping generaliza
tion, people of the first years of modern Europe exaggerated the black
ness of mediaeval times and undervalued the cultural and intellectual 
activities and products of the Middle Ages. But a decline there un-
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doubtedly was over a wide field of human life during the centuries 
immediately following the collapse of Rome. 

The first six centuries following the dissolution of the western 
Roman Empire are often distinguished, as the 'Dark Ages', from the 
later mediaeval period between about I roo and the Renaissance, during 
which the flowering of mediaeval civilization recovered much of the 
ground lost in the turmoil of earlier years. 2 

During this time the Eastern Empire fared better. Though its terri
tory was attacked from different sides and reduced in area, a continuity 
of Greek thought and learning coexisted with the spread of official 
Christianity, which gradually attained the status of the separate 
Eastern Church. No sharp break in organized life and civilization 
occurred such as was suffered by the west, and in matters of scholarship, 
Greek philosophy and Greek literature were never lost, although little 
of original merit was achieved outside theology, and the ancient Greek 
authors were subjects of continuous commentary and exegesis. Byzan
tine scholars wrote explications and notes on the work of Dionysius 
Thrax, and research continued on the theory of grammatical cases 
(cp. p. 39, above). 

The Roman Empire in the west, already under pressure from bar
barian invasions over the frontiers that had been nearly stable from 
Augustus (27 B.C.-A.D. 14) to Marcus Aurelius (r6r-8o), failed to stand 
the· strain, and its territory ·passed "into the hands of various tribes, · 
mostly Germanic. In 41 o Rome suffered the humiliation of being 
sacked by the Visigoths, and in 4 76 the last of the emperors in the west, 
poor Romulus Augustulus, was summarily deposed by a German 
mercenary, Odovacar, and ]taly passed seventeen years later into the 
Ostrogothic kingdom under Theodoric. 

The causes of the collapse of the empire of the 'eternal city' have 
been the focus of earnest enquiry from the time when, with the sack of 
Rome in his memory, Augustine sought for a Christian interpretation 
of secular history in The city of God (Civitas Dei). Certainly from the 
end of the second century A.D. external pressures on the frontiers were 
more severe than hitherto, and certainly, too, one can point to grave 
weaknesses of character and wrong decisions on the part of those called 
upon to face those pressures. Civil fighting, invasions, and later wars be
tween· the Eastern Empire and the successors to the western emperors 
cumulatively caused an absolute fall in standards of life, security, and 
liberal civilization such as had been enjoyed in the first two centuries of 
the Christian era. Two events may be thought symbolic: the fortification 
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of Rome under Aurelian (27o-5), and the destruction of the aqueducts 
supplying water to the city during the sixth century wars waged by 
Justinian in his attempts to reconquer the former territory of the old 
Roman Empire. These calamitous years were, probably, marked by no 
greater an amount of misdirection, shortsightedness, and obstinacy in 
the pursuit of impracticable and undesirable ends than that which dis
figured the first half of the twentieth century; but our unhappy prede
cessors had not the uncovenanted advantages of modern technology 
to repair the results of wanton destruction. 

But one must not overpaint the darkness. Many of the Germanic 
tribes had adopted Christianity, and were anxious to consider them
selves part of the Roman Empire and indeed to defend their newly 
acquired territory against much more savage tribes, whose pressure had 
first impelled them across the imperial frontiers. The Latin of the 
western provinces survived every Germanic invader, whose speech left 
·only a few lexical items in the modern Romance languages that are the 
descendants of the spoken Latin of those regions. 

In the west, much of classical literature was irreparably lost; for some 
centuries the study and even the knowledge of Greek was greatly re
duced, and in the Dark Ages much of Greek philosophy that was avail
able was in the form of Latin translations of selected works. In the 
disturbance of the times and the collapse of pagan authority and 
standards, the Church grew in prestige as a· refuge and as a patron of 
learning and education, possessing, in the Papacy and bishoprics, 
centres of secular power; The most formative literature of the period 
was Christian literature of various types, and with the closure of the 
philosophical schools of Athens by Justinian in 529, such learning as 
continued in both east and west was under clerical patronage and often 
clerically inspired. 

A great debt is owed for the preservation of a continuity of education 
and learning to the monasteries, abbeys, churches, and, later, univer
sities, that were founded during the early Middle Ages. In institutions 
dominated by Christian clerics, pagan literature, that is to say the 
classical literature of antiquity, was bound to be suspect, and there are 
instances of deliberate hostility to these authors and the language in 
which they wrote, as contrasted with the later, more near! y colloquial, 
Latin of the Vulgate and of church usage. Already Jerome had experi
enced feelings of guilt at his too great interest in Cicero and the classics 
at the expense of holy scripture, and Pope Gregory the Great (sgo-6ro) 
declared his contempt for the rules of Donatus in application to the 
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language of divine inspiration; a French abbot of the ninth century was 
careful to draw the examples he used in his lectures on grammar from 
the scriptures to avoid clerical displeasure.' But in a number of places 
of learning ancient literature continued to be studied, ancient manu
scripts were copied and preserved, and grammatical theory was taught. 

Latin remained the language of learning, and its authority was in
creased by its use as the language of patristic literature and of the 
services and the administration of the western (Roman) Church. This 
alone ensured the language a high place, and linguistic studies in the 
early years of the Middle Ages were largely represented by studies in 
Latin grammar. Mediaeval education was built on the foundation of the 
'Seven liberal arts'; grammar, dialectic (logic), and rhetoric formed the 
first part, or trivium, music, arithmetic, geometry; and astronomy the 
second part, or quadrivium. A jingle summarizes their functions:" 

Gram loquitur; dia vera docet; rhet verba colilrat; 
lVli:is canit; ar numerat; ge ponderat; ast colit astra." 

The division into the trivium and quadrivium and these terms were the 
work of Boethius (c. A.D. sao), a Roman scholar and statesman, who 
among his many writings made a number of Latin translations from the 
works of Aristotle, which formed a good part of the restricted amount 
of Greek litera tun! "available hi. the west in the early Middle Ages." 

Grammar was thus the foundation of mediaeval scholarship, both as 
" a liberal· art itself and as a necessity for reading and writir.g Latin 
correctly. All these studies were subordinate to theology, the study of 
the Christian faith and Christian doctrine; but as an example of the 
persistence of cultural themes, one can trace the organization of the 
seven arts back into the classical period. V arro is known to have written 
Disciplinae, an encyclopaedia on subjects of education, that included 
the seven arts, together with medicine and architecture. This was the 
model for Augostine's survey of the seven arts (in which he substituted 
philosophy for astronomy),' and around the same time Martianus 
Capella (fifth century A.D.) wrote an account of the seven arts in the 
form of an allegory of the marriage of Mercury and Philologia, at which 
the seven bridesmaids were Grammar, Logic, Rhetoric, Geometry, 
Arithmetic, Astronomy, and Music. Capella's style has been found 
tedious, but the book became a standard school text. Cassiodorus, who 
was one of those most responsible for organizing monastic life around 
the study and preservation of both classical and Christian literature, 
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also set out the seven liberal arts in the course of his Institutiones 

(c. sso). 
Such was the context in which grammar was studied and taught in 

the first centuries after the collapse of the western Roman Empire. 
The work itself was in the main practical and normative; Priscian and 
Donatus were the principal authorities and their theory and systemati
zation were little altered. Further writing took the form of numerous 
commentaries and glosses; in other fields this linguistic scholarship was 
supported by etymological and lexicographical work such as is well 
known from the pen of Isidore of Seville (seventh century). 

Christianity has from its earliest days been conceived as a world 
religion, and missionary activity has been_held to be an important part 
of the work of the Church in most denominations. The contacts be
tween Christians and non-Christians from the beginning involved 
linguistic work of apractical nature, and have through the course of 
history contributed significantly to the growth and development of 
linguistic science. St. Jerome, responsible for the Latin translation of 
the Bible (the Vulgate), devoted one of his letters to a discussion of the 
theory of translation, justifying a rendering of sense for sense rather 
than of word for word.6 Such knowledge as we have of the Gothic 
language comes to us from the translation of parts of the New Testa
ment into that language by UlfUas in the fourth century; and the alpha
bet in use today for Russian and some other Slavic languages is the 
descendant of one devised in the ninth century by St. Cyril of the 
Eastern Church and Empire, who adapted the Greek alphabet for "the 
use of Christianized Slavs. 

Though a good amount of Latin teaching must have gone on through
out the period of Rome's ascendancy, little is known of the methods. 
Christian missionary work and the founding of monasteries and 
churches in foreign lands gave a new impetus and inspiration to the 
teaching of Latin grammar, and the status enjoyed by the Roman 
Church in Christianized Europe, and by Latin, its official language, 
gave, equally, a desire to be taught. 

In England Bede and Alcuin wrote grammars of Latin in the seventh 
and eighth centuries. An example of a specifically didactic grammar of 
Latin is Aelfric's Latin grammar and Colloquium (Latin conversation 
book), and his Latin-Old English glossary that accompanied it. These 
were composed around robo for English children speaking Old English 
(Anglo-Saxon). Aelfric was abbot of Eynsham in Oxfordshire; he wrote 
a practical manual addressed to schoolboys, -and he based his prescrip-
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tion on the works of Priscian and Donatus. Rather significantly, he told 
his readers that his book would be equally suitable as an introduction 
to (Old) English grammar.? Though he was aware of differences be
tween the two languages, as in the matter of gender distribution 
between lexically equivalent nouns and the lack of exact correspondence 
between their two case systems, s he did not question or discuss the 
applicability of the Priscianic system to Old English, and as his was one 
of the first known grammars specifically directed at English-speaking 
learners, it may be taken as setting the seal on several centuries of 
Latin-inspired English grammar. 

After the conversion of Ireland in the fifth century, Latin scholarship 
flourished to an important extent during the first millennium in centres 
of learning founded by the Church. Until the Scandinavian invasions 
of the ninth century, Ireland was in the forefront of Christian civiliza
tion, and Irish churchmen played an important part in the spread of 
Christianity and literacy on.the continent of Europe. Latin grammar was 
studied in Ireland through the works of Donatus, Priscian, and Isidore, 
and this linguistic learning merged with the native bardic tradition to 
produce the grammatical and poetic teaching of the mediaeval bardic 
tracts, which indeed continued down to the seventeenth century. The 
technical terminology of Irish linguistic scholarship shows a combina
tion of borrowing and .adaptation· of Latin terms with a parallel de
velopment of technical terms from native Irish words; this latter com- -
ponent included terminology devised to cover the features of the initial 

· mutations, of great importance in the phonology and grammar of the 
Celtic languages, but not found in Latin (or elsewhere in Indo-euro
pean) •. A ninth-century manuscript of glosses on Priscian shows the 
partial assimilation of his terminology and descriptions into the Irish 
language; and the Auraicept na n-Eces (the poets', or scholars', primer) 
parts of which probably go back to the seventh century, also exempli
fies the mingling in Ireland of the Latin and the native linguistic 
traditions; this work was studied down to the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries.• 

In the history of linguistic science, the second part of the Middle 
Ages, from around rroo to the close of the period, is the more signifi
cant. This was the period of scholastic_ philosophy, in which linguistic 
studies had an important place and in wblch a very considerable amount 
of linguistic work was carried on. This same era is also marked by the 
flowering of mediaeval architecture (the so-called 'Gothic') and litera
ture, and the founding of several of the earliest universities of Europe. 
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The movements of whole populations had now ceased, and the ascen
dancy of the Roman Church, strengthened by the foundation of the 
Dominican and Franciscan Orders, provided a central authority which, 
despite controversies and antagonisms, united all men's cultural 
activities as part of the service of God, and subordinated all intellectual 
pursuits to the study of the faith. 

Hitherto linguistic work had been almost wholly paedagogical in its 
aims and largely derivative in its doctrine, being applied to the teaching 
of Latin in accordance with the compilations of Donatus and Priscian. 
Such purely didactic work went on throughout the scholastic period. 
Several manuals of Latin grammar were published in verse, as an aid to 
the students' memory. One such is the Doctrinale of Alexander of Ville
dieu, written about r2oo, and running to 2645 lines of rather barbarous 
hexameters.' 0 It would seem that the Latin taught in the schools where 
this manual was in use was nearer the La!in serving as the mediaeval 
lingua franca of educated life than the language of the classical authors 
who had served Priscian as his material. 

The Doctrinale is severely practical, and it remained a popular and 
prescribed textbook throughout the mediaeval period, and in some 
schools long afterwards, though in general it fell into the disfavour that 

1

1
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mediaeval grammar of all sorts encountered in the renewed classicism 
of the Renaissance.'' 
- Linguistic descriptions of ·other- languages appeared during this I 
period, serving the ends of literacy, popular literature, and educational _ 
standards. Irish work in this field has been noticed above; a Welsh 
grammar is known from the thirteenth century, and its source is said 
to go back to the tenth. 12 

One of the most striking examples of practical work in this period 
was the First grammatical treatise, by an unknown Icelandic scholar of 
the twelfth century, who showed a remarkable originality and indepen
dence of thought. The text takes its rathe_r inappropriate title from the 
position it occupied in the original manuscript, and the author is in 
consequence identified simply as the 'First Grammarian'·'' He was, 
in fact, primarily interested in spelling reform, in improving the use of 
an alphabet derived from the Latin alphabet for the writing of the 
Icelandic language of his day. He was well versed in the work of the 
Latin grammarians, notably in the work of Donatus; but it is in his 
treatment of orthographic problems that he displayed an understanding 
of the principles implicit in phonological analysis and in its application 
such as was rare in this period of the history of linguistics. Besides this, 
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his observations on the pronunciation of the language, which are in 
themselves valuable evidence for this stage of Icelandic, show him to 
have been a phonetician beyond the rank of any known European 
contemporary. 

His short text points to the inadequacies of the existing Icelandic 
alphabet then in use, and, some eight hundred years in advance, antici
pates several parts of Prague phonological theory (p. 205, below) and 
the exploitation of the phoneme concept to a remarkable extent. The 
Icelandic of his time maintained the potentiality of thirty-six distinc
tive vowel segments, nine vocalic qualities each of which could be long 
or short, nasalized or non-nasalized. He was able to order the nine 
qualities along the dimension open-close in reference to the values 
assigned to the Latin vowel letters a, e, i, o and u; and by marking length 
and nasality with diacritics (a superscript accent mark and dot, respec
tively) and leaving their absence unmarked, he kept graphically distinct 
the thirty-six vowels by the use of just eleven symbols, nine letters and 
two diacritics. These were required if the orthography was to give an 
adequate indication of the contrastive pronunciations. 

Several consonants occurred as long or geminate in contrast with their 
short or single counterparts. He suggested writing the long consonants 
with a capital letter; thus n represents [n], and N represents [nn]. 
Conversely, he pointed out that phonetic differences that were depen
dent on their e;,_vironinent need not be marked separ~tely; so the 
pronunciations. [o] and [SJ, at the time both allophones of JSJ; were . 
assigned the singfe letter Ji, and the velar naSal [IJ], an allophone of 
fnf, could be unambiguously indicated in the letter sequence ng. 14· 

In addition to his advanced phonological theory, his discovery and 
demonstration procedures were quite modern. Phonemic distinctions 
were ascertained by controlled variation of a single segment in a con
stant frame, along such ordered series of words as sdr, stjr, sir, s{r, s6r, 
s6r, szlr, syr, and they were illustrated by sets of minimally different 
pairs of words whose difference in meaning depended on the difference. 
of a single letter (one phoneme). The pairs are glossed by being worked 
into sentences, some of them revealing a racy sense of humour: 

Eigi eru pl pL at einu 
Not all ales are alike; 

MjQk eru peir menn framer, er eigi skammask at taka mlna konu 
fr"d mer. 

Those men are brazen, who are not ashamed to take my wife from me. 
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(The examples are given in the usual Old Norse spellings; only the 
examples being contrasted are written in the First Grammarian's 
reformed orthography.) 

Whether in his theoretical exposition, his practical applications, or 
in the style in which he met imagined objections, the First Grammarian 
is a pleasure to read. Yet the fate of his Treatise is a sad one. Shortly 
after the twelfth century Iceland fared ill, through climatic changes and 
disease, and became much more sundered from European life and 
learning. The text remained unpublished until r8r8, and after that it 
was largely unknown outside Scandinavia. Much of the ground it had 
covered so well was gone over again in the modern era by scholars who 
were then considered to be pioneers. One must not only have something 
worthwhile to say, if one is to have an assured place in history; one 
must also have an adequate cultural situation for it to become known 
and appreciated. 

By far the most interesting and significant development in linguistics 
during the Middle Ages is the output of 'speculative grammars' or 
treatises De modis significandi ('on the modes of signifying') from a 
number of writers during the high period of scholastic philosophy 
(c. 1200-1350). Speculative grammar went far beyond the requirements 
of the teaching of Latin; and the writings in which it was expounded 
existed side by side with standard teaching manuals such as the Doctri-
nale of Alexander of Villedieu·. · · · · 

Speculative grammar is a definite and distinct stage in linguistic 
theory, and the different authors, or Modistae, as they are sometimes 
called, represent substantially the same theoretical point of view, and 
share the same conception of linguistic science, its objectives, and its 
place among other intellectual studies. There are, of course, numerous 
details of presentation in which they differ, as may be expected; a full 
study and appreciation of this period of linguistics would require 
proper notice of these differences, but in a historical survey of the 
subject attention may be concentrated on the broad outlines of the 
theory that was shared by all those working within it. 

Speculative grammar was the product of the integration of the 
grammatical description of Latin as formulated by Priscian and 
Donatus into the system of scholastic philosophy. Scholasticism itself 
was the result of the integration of Aristotelian philosophy, at the 
hands of such thinkers as St. ThomaS Aquinas, into Catholic theology. 
Scholasticism was a system of thought reinforced by and reinforcing 
the Christian faith of the day, which could serve to unify within itself 
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all branches and departments of human learning and in which the 
claims of reason and of revelation could be harmonized. Probably not 
before and certainly never since has the fabric of knowledge been so 
undivided at its heart. 

The rise and growth of scholastic philosophy came about from a 
number of historical factors, apart from the e.mergence of men of first 
rate intellectual abilities artd devotion. The greater tranquillity and 
settledness of the later Middle Ages have been mentioned. In addition, 
a knowledge of the Greek language, of Greek writers, and, above all, of 
Greek philosophy as set out by Aristotle became more readily available 
to the west from around the twelfth century. This increase of know
ledge came from opposite ends of the Mediterranean world. The 
Crusades, though reflecting little credit on the western participants, 
resulted in more direct contacts between the Roman Church and the 
Eastern Empire, and the capture of Constantinople in 1204 stimulated 
interest in the Greek sources of Aristotelian philosophy (known earlier 
from Latin translations), and released a number of Greek manuscripts 
to the west. By the fourteenth century Greek was being regularly taught 
in a number of European universities. From Spain a considerable 
amount of Greek philosophical writing was reintroduced into the rest 
of western Europe through Arabic and Jewish translations and com-

. mentaries. During the Arab occupation of Spain,. Toledo in particular 
was a centre of the translation of Arabic versions of Aristotle into Latin . 

. Several of the scholastics koew and studied Aristotelian philosophy 
through Latin translations rather than in the original Greek, and the 
commentaries by Arabic scholars, of whom Averroes and Avicenna are 
the best known, contributed to their interpretation. 

Earlier Christian philosophers had laid more weight on Plato and 
Platonic thought than on Aristotle, partly because Platonic theory was 
more readily available through the writings of the Neo-Platonists of the 
third century and after. The works of Aristotle were not accepted with
out a struggle in all seats of learning, but the teaching of St. Thomas 
was decisive in making him the dominant philosopher in mediaeval 
Christian thought. 

In the context of scholasticism, the mere description of Latin, as 
laid down by Priscian and Donatus, was considered inadequate, how
ever useful it might be paedagogically. Commentators had already 
begun to go further than straightforward elucidation and exegesis, and 
the view was now expressed that Prisciim had not delved deeply enough 
into his subject in merely describing the language, but that he should 
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have investigated the underlying theory and the justification for the 
elements and categories that he employed. William of Conches (twelfth 
centary) complained that he had neglected to deal with the causal basis 
of the various parts of speech and their accidents. Is Some of the charges 
against Priscian and the ether Latin grammarians show an interesting 
resemblance to the. charges of neglecting explanatory adequacy of 
theory in favour of mere observational adequacy of data recording, 
that are made today by generative grammarians against their more 
purely descriptive predecessors associated with Bloomfield and the 
dominant trends in linguistic work during the second quarter of the 
present century. From the twelfth century on, they provided the 
impetus that led to speculative grammar and to a theory of language 
set within the philosophy of the times. There was, too, a marked 
increase in the volume of grammatical research and study that was 
carried on. I6 

In the middle of the twelfth century Peter Helias wrote a commen
tary on Priscian in which he sought philosophical explanations for the 
rules of grammar laid down by him. The examination of Peter Helias's 
work in relation to a number of commentators preceding him suggests 
that he was not so much a pioneer in the application of logic to linguistic 
questions, but rather one of the first grammarians to bring some systema
ti;mtion into earlier rather unordered statements. I7 Thereafter the role 
~f the· philo;opher in grammar was considered a major one; the tlieoreti~ 
cal basis of gra)Jlmar, as distinct from its mere exposition to school
boys, was the philosopher's province: 'It is not the grammarian but 
the philosopher who, carefully considering the specific nature of things, 
discovers grammar'; 'As is the fool to the wise man, so is a grammarian 
ignorant of logic to one skilled in logic'. IS 

From this attitude consistently arose the conception of an under
lying universal grammar, a recurrent quest of theoretical· linguists 
thereafter. Earlier grammarians had not made universalistic claims. 
They had no need to; their interest was confined first to Greek and 
then to Greek and Latin, two languages not ill served by the same set 
of classes and categories. In the Middle Ages Latin remained the only 
really necessary scholar's. language, despite the later increase in men's 
knowledge of Greek and some study of Arabic and Hebrew. Roger 
Bacon, who himself wrote a grammar of Greek as well as one of the 
earliest speculative grammars, and who insisted on the importance of 
studying Arabic and Hebrew, could declare that grammar was one and 
the same in all languages in its substance, and that surface differences 
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between them are merely accidental variations. t9 The unity of gram
mar, realized with superficial differences in different languages, was 
also compared· to the unity of geometry irrespective of the different 
shapes and sizes of any actual diagrams. 2 • 

During the scholastic period certain linguistic topics were discussed 
by writers whose main concern was not linguistic science in the narrower 
sense, An important distinction was made explicit in semantics, sub
sequently to be treated under a number of different terms but always 
maintained as essential in some form. In the thirteenth century, Petrus 
Hispanus, later to be Pope John XXI, in the course of his Summulae 
logicales referred to the difference between significiitio and suppositio as 
separate but related semantic properties of words. 21 Significiitio may 
be translated as the meaning of a word, and was defined as the relation 
between the sign or word and what it signified. By virtue of this 
meaning relation, a given sign may act as a substitute for, or be accepted 
in place of, a given thing, person, event, etc., or a set of such things; 
with nouns this is the relation ·of suppositio. Thus because homo, man, 
means 'man', homo or man may stand for (supponere) Socrates, Guy 
Fawkes, or Harold Wilson. Significiitio is prior to suppositio, and when 
the significiitiones or meanings of more than one word are brought to
gether in constructions their suppositio may be restricted by this. Thus 
homo albus, white man, can only be accepted for men who are white, 
·not for dark-skinned ·men nor for white existents other than men. This 
basic distinction comes up repeatedly, in somewhat different forms and 
with different interpretations, in such ·binary opp~sifions as meaning 
and reference, connotation and denotation, and intension and extension. 

Some logicians and grammarians made a further distinction, invol
ving the opposition of form and matter, that of formal supposition and 
material supposition. In its formal supposition a word stands for or is 
accepted for a thing, person, etc., in what later logicians call object 
language or first order language; in material supposition the word 
stands for itself, in a metalanguage or second order language. These 
two types of supposition are exemplified in Peter is the Pope and 
'Peter' is a name. 

This same distinction between form and matter recurs at various 
points in modistic speculative grammar. The difference between vox, 
sound, and dictio, word, treated by Priscian and, in fact, going back to 
the Stoics, .is expressed thus by Michel de Marbais (thirteenth cen
tury): 'A word includes in itself its sound as it were its matter and its 
meaning as its form'. 22 



78 CHAPTER FOUR 

Mediaeval modistic linguistics concentrated on grammar; the fact 
that Latin was everywhere learned as a second language, and pro
nounced with 'an accent' depending on the first language of the indivi
dual and his community, may have been partly responsible for the lack 
of interest in phonetic detail. The modistae excluded pronunciation 
from their field,. but some writers of the period mention certain features 
of mediaeval Latin wherein it had changed from the standards of the 
classical grammarians. In etymology the Middle Ages produced similar 
absurdities to those all too well known from antiquity. In these two 
fields no theoretical or practical developments can be reported. 

The theory of the speculative grammarians involves a good deal of 
new technical terminology, and in detail its exposition is a formidable 
task. In essence, the grammar of Priscian and Donatus was presented 
as an accurate reflection of the constitution of reality and the powers 
of the human mind, on which it depended. Considering their· universal
istic pretensions, it is remarkable how the modistae preserved intact 
almost all the details of Priscian's Latin morphology, down to sub
divisions of word classes quite obviously having reference . only to 
Latin (for example the subclassification of proper. nouns into praeno
mina, forenames, cognomina, surnames, and agnomina, personal titles, 
all categories strictly limited to Latin onomastics). ZJ In dealing with 
verbal. tenses no-attempt was made to go descriptively beyond Priscian's 
rather inadequate formulation or to take Varronian 'or ·stoic theory 
into account. In these respects a certain naivety appears in the un- · 
questioned descriptive basis of what is otherwise a logically thought
out and internally coherent system of philosophical grammar. It is also 
a testimony to the place and influence of Priscian in mediaeval 
linguistic thought. 

In the modistic system, things possess as existents various properties 
or modes of being (modi essendi). The mind apprehends these by the 
active modes of understanding (modi intelligendi activi), to which there 
correspond the passive modes of understanding (modi intelligendi 
passivi), the qualities of things as apprehended by the mind. In langu
age the mind confers on vocal sounds (voces) the active modes of 
signification (modi signijicandi activi), in virtue of which they become 
words (dictiones) and parts of speech (partes oriitionis), and signify the 
qualities of things; these qualities are now represented by the passive 
modes of signification (modi signijicandi passivi), the qualities of things 
as signified by words. 

Two modi essendi that were found in all things and underlay our 
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entire apperception of the world and the constitution of our language 
were the modus entis, the property of permanence or persistence in time 
whereby things may be recognized as things, and the modus esse, the 
property of change and succession (also called the modus fiuxiis, the 
modus fieri, and the modus motils), whereby persistent things may be 
recognized as undergoing changes or other processes that involve tem
poral succession. 24 

One may represent the system diagrammatically: 

modi essendi 
modi intelligendi activi modi intelligendi passivi 
modi significandi activi modi significandi passivi. 

Again with reference to the distinction between form and matter, 
the modi essendi, the modi intelligendi passivi, and the modi significandi 
passivi differ formally, since they. are on different levels, but they are 
the same materially, in that they all relate to the properties of things, 
as they are, as they are understood iri the mind, and as they are 
expressed in language. 25 

The modi significandi are the key terms in the system. Every part of 
speech, or class of words, is distinguished by its representing reality 
through a particular mode or from some particular point of view; and 
every category applicable to any word class is itself a mode contributing . 
its own semantic component. This system of description and the theory 
lying behind it may be illustrated and compared with the Dionysian 
and Priscianic systems by setting out the modistic definitions of the 
eight Priscianic word classes of Latin, as they were given by Thomas 
of Erfurt, the author of a De modis significandi sive grammatica specula
th•a (c. 135o), once attributed to Duns Scotus: 26 

nomen: a part of speech signifying by means of the mode of an 
existent or of something with distinctive characteristics (this is said 
to be the equivalent of Priscian's definition involving substance and 
quality). The mode of an existent is the mode of stability and 
permanence.:z7 

<•erbum: a part of speech signifying through the mode of temporal 
process, detached from the substance (of which it is predicated).28 

participium: a part of speech signifying thwugh the mode of 
temporal process, not separated from the substance (of which it is 
predicated). 2 • 

pronomen: a part of speech signifying through the mode of an 
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existent, without distinctive characteristics. The mode of existing 
without distinctive characteristics comes from the property or mode 
of being of primal matter (cp. pp. 37 and s8 above). 30 

The remaining, indeclinable, parts of speech were said to have fewer 
modi significandi involved with them and to be derived from fewer 
properties in things. An. earlier modista, Michel de Marbais, had rather 
loosely compared them with the syncategorematic terms of the 
logicians. 31 

adverbium: a part of speech signifying by the mode of being 
constructed with another part of speech that signifies through the 
mode of temporal process,JZ and further qualifying that mode but 
without other syntactic relationships." 

coniunctio: a part of speech signifying through the mode of joining 
two other terms. 34 

praepositio: a part of speech signifying -through the mode of syn
tactic construction with a case inflected word, linking and relating 
it to an action. J 5 

interiectio: a part of speech signifying through the mode of quali- · 
fying a verb or a participle, and indicating a feeling or· an emotion.36. 

The specific association of the interjection with verbs and participles 
seems to spring from its earlier inclusion in the adverb class by the 
Greek grammarians. ·other mo.distae, such as Siger de Courtrai, did 
not restrict it in this way, and this accorP,s more with Priscian's 
defini.tion (p. s8, above)" and with Latin usage. 37 

It is apparent that the formal aspects of earlier definitions have been 
replaced by the ascription of specific meaning categories, some of them 
shared by more than one word class; but each class is defined by a 
particular mode of signifying that distinguishes it from all the others. 
The· declinable (inflected) word classes are defined by reference to the 
categories of scholastic philosophy, ultimately referable to Aristotle's 
categories of being; but in applying this terminology to the indeclinable 
word classes, the modistae treated modus significandi almost as the 
equivalent of syntactic function. While class meanings are more readily 
(if often roughly) ascribable to nouns and verbs, it is much less easy to 
do this for those classes of words normally found in subordinate posi
tions within syntactic complexes (as were the Latin uninflected words), 
unless meaning is very much widened to include formal syntactic 
relations, as the Firthians do explicitly and the modistae did by 
implication." 
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The scholastic interpretation of Aristotelian doctrine is apparent 
throughout modistic grammar. Priscian's grammatical description of 
Latin was readily adaptable to this, since Aristotelian influence was 
strongly felt in its source, the system set out in Thrax's Techne. Defining 
categories were designated modi significandi essentiales, and Priscian's 
accidentia became modi significandi accidentiiles, covering such categories 
as case and tense. The definition of the pronoun shows how the descrip
tive observations of Apollonius and Priscian were made to link this class 
of words with the representation of the philosophers' materia prima. 

Although modistic theory was primarily focused on what one might 
call the morphosemantics of Priscian's Latin grammar, the ascription 
of a distinct and definite category of meaning to each formal difference 
exhibited by classes of words, it was in syntax that the speculative 
grammarians made the greatest innovations and the most signifi.cant 
developments. Perhaps because Priscian had manifestly left this part 
of his grammar inadequately worked out, in ·contrast ·to the complete
ness of his morphology, they found themselves compelled ·to pursue 
research themselves in arriving at a satisfactory syntactic analysis to 
relate to their basic theory. A number of the fundamental concepts of 
later syntactic theory can be assigned to this period of linguistic science. 
A thirteenth-century writer corrected the previous concentration on 
morphology by declaring that grammar is above all concerned with 
synta.X.'• Indeed; not only the theoretical ril.odistae but also the writers 
of the later mediaeval practical manuals and teaching grammars, such 
as the Doctrinale of Ale::ander of Villedieu, made use of terms and ·con
cepts beyond those found in Donatus and Priscian, in particular that 
of government (regimen), in dealing with the syntax of nominal case 
forms. 

Thomas of Erfurt's treatment of synta.x may be briefly summarized 
as an example of modistic theory. •o 

An acceptable sentence (sermo congruus et perfectus) arises from four 
principles, comparable to the four Aristotelian causes: 

material, the words as members of grammatical classes ( construc
tibilia), 

formal, their union in various constructions, 
efficient, the grammatical relations between different parts of 

speech expressed in the inflexional forms (modi significandi), that are 
required by the construction and imposed by the speaker's mind, 

final, the expression of a complete thought. •1 
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Acceptability required three conditions to be satisfied: the word classes 
involved must be such as to constitute a syntactic construction (e.g. noun 
and verb), the words must exhibit appropriate inflexional categories 
(modi significandi accidentiiles), and the words as individual lexical items 
must be collocable (in the Firthian sense). Cappa nigra, black cap, is 
collocationally appropriate (propria), but *cappa categorica, *categorical 
cap, though grammatically congruent (congrua), is inappropriate (im
f>ropria) since it involves an unacceptable collocation. A century earlier, 
and seven centuries before pseudo-sentences like *sincerity admire.< 
John were made famous in discussion, a grammarian had pointed out 
the unacceptability of *lapis amat filium, *the stone loves the boy, 
despite its formal correctness •2 ; several centuries before that, and quite 
independently, Indian linguists had formulated the same distinction 
(p. 145, below). 

The construction of noun and verb was taken as fundamental, as in 
earlier syntactic descriptions, and the terms suppositum and appositum 
(subject and predicate) were used to denote the syntactic functions of 
the two parts of the basic sentence; the modi signijicandi essentiii!es of 
the noun and the verb (modus entis and modus esse, respectively) are in
volved in the interrelations of subject and predicate. The terms supposi
tum and appositum were, of course, related to the subiectum and 
praediciitum of .the logicians,. but they· were, very properly, kept 
distinct. · 

Other construr.tions were related either to ~he suppositum or to the · 
appositum, and the analysis of Socrates a/bus currit bene, white Socr?-tes 
runs well, comprises a major structure of suppositum .(Socrates) and 
appositum (currit), with one subordinate element related directly to each 
head, but ·Only mediately to the rest of the sentence, introducing an 
analytical model anticipatory of the more formal immediate constituent 
type. 

Earlier theory had distinguished the subject-verb construction and 
the verb-object (oblique case) constructions, but the terms suppositum 
and appositum, or any comparable syntactic terms, had not been used. 
The modistae went further, and analysed syntactic relations in terms 
of dependence and the termination (satisfaction) of a dependence: 'One 
part of a construction stands to another either as depending on it or as 
satisfying its dependence'43. With various subdivisions, the relation of 
dependent to terminant was used to characterize constructions such as 
the following: 

I 
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Dependent Terminant 

verb (appositum) noun in nominative Socrates currit 
case (suppositum) 

verb noun in oblique legit lilmnn 

case (object) 

adjective (nomen noun Socrates a/bus 

adiectivum) 
adverb verb currit bene 

noun noun in genitive filius Socratis. H 

case 

It will be seen that this relation does not coincide-with the relation ol 
dependent to head in modern syntax ( cp. especially the last example), 
nor with any single syntactic relation, Its main importance lies in the 
recognition of syntactic relations in sentence structures other than th~ 
surface relations of inflexional concord. 

The relation of government (rectio!l) between one word and another 
had already been identified by the time of Petei: Helias, 4s who used 
regere, to govern·, in denoting the relation of prepositions to oblique case 
nouns as well as the types of relation exemplified above in so far as case 
forms were involved. He is said to have defined this relation as 'causing 

·-a word to· be put in the particular case in which it is put';46 Thomas of 
Erfurt did not use regere or morphologically associated words as tech
nical terms; but in the sense in which government is mostly used today 
in the description of languages like Latin, in reference to the relation 
of prepositions to certain oblique case forms, he used the verb deservire, 

to be subject to, an interesting example of two metaphors drawn from 
words of opposite .literal meanings to bear precisely the same technical 
sense. 47 Reg ere and regimen were used by some modistae as well as by 
Alexander of Villedieu. 

Dependency_and its termination are also used to distinguish subordi
nate clauses and constructions from independent or main constructions. 
Si Socrates currit, if Socrates runs, is dependent, because the reader or 
hearer expects more before he accepts the sentence as complete, or the 
dependency terminated. 48 

-Transitive and intransitive as categories of syntactic constructions 
make their appearance in modistic syntax. The terms were not used in 
the same sense in which they had been used of verbs by Priscian 
(following the terminology of Apollonius, p. 37, above), and in which 
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they are used today, but rather a general connection can be traced 
between them. The modistae apply the terms constructio transitiva and 
constructio intransit!va to certain syntactic relations between sentence 
components, or elements of sentence structure, that involve several 
different classes of words. In a noun-verb-noun sentence like Socrates 
legit librum, Socrates reads a book, the relation between the first noun 
( suppositum) and the verb ( appositum) is a constructio intransit!va, as is 
the relation between the noun and the verb in 'a sentence like Soaatifs 
currit, Socrates runs; and the relation between legit and librum is a 
constructio transit!va, the verb legit, reads, acting as the pivot of the 
whole structure, with dependence on each noun (p. 83, above). The 
same distinction is made between adjective and noun in concord, 
Socrates albus, white Socrates, a constructio intransith·a, and noun (in
cluding adjective) and an oblique case, filius Socratis, son of Socrates, 
similis Socrati, like Socrates, constructiiines transitivae. The basis of the 
distinction is that intransitive constructions need involve only one term 
in -the category of person, whereas transitive constructions necessarily 
involve more than one. 49 It is noteworthy that the later mediaeval 
grammarians made explicit use of word order in the identification of 
sentence components, and that the word order assumed as normal was 
that common to the Romance languages of today, noun verb noun, or 
subject verb object, rather than the order noun noun ve.rb (subject 
object verb) characteristic of classical literary Latin.'" In mediaeval 
times, ·Latin of the type e:>,:emplified in scholastic writing was a living 

· mode of communication, even though it was everywhere acquired as a 
second language. 

The modistae followed Priscian's morphological description of Latin 
very closely, but in relating the morphological categories (modi signifi
candi in their terminology) to the syntax of sentence construction, they 

·came to· make an important distinction between categories (modes) of 
one word that were directly involved with the categories of other words 
and those that were not. These were designated modi respectivi, modes 
involved in further syntactic relations, and modi absoliiti, modes not so 
involved.' 1 Some writers further defined the modi respectivi as principia 
constructionis (the bases of sentence structure). Thus the essential 
modes of the noun and verb, the modus entis and the modus esse (p. 79, 
above), make possible their relationship as suppositum and appositum in 
the sentence, and are therefore both modi respectivi. Likewise among 
the accidental modes (Priscian's accidentia), case, gender, and mood 
are syntactically relevant categories (modi respectivi), but form (figiira, 



THE MIDDLE AGES 8S 

Thrax's schGma), simple or compound (e.g. dives, rich, praedives, very 
rich), and type (species, Thrax's efdos), primary or derived (e.g. calleo, 
I am hot, callesco, I become hot), are not, i.e. they are modi absoliiti. 

The modistae differ in detail on the uistribution of particular cate
gories (modes) in these two classes, but broadly a distinction was 
drawn on syntactic lines between what have been termed in later 
formal grammar inflexional and derivational formations." The modistic 
distinction bears some relation also to the distinction made by Varro 
between decliniitio niitiiriilis and decliniitio voluntiiria (p. so, above), 
though there is no evidence of an actual use of Varro's work by the 
modistae. Varro was concerned with morphological regularity and 
irregularity; the modistae were concerned with syntactic function. The 
partial correspondence between Varro's decliniitio voluntiiria and their 
modi absoliiti, and between his decliniitio niitiiriilis and their modi respec
livi arises from the fact that in Latin (as in many other languages) 
inflexional formations . tend to be much more regular and systematic 
than derivational formations. 

The syntactic system worked out by the modistae enabled them to 
arrive at a clearer picture of the essential function of certain classes of 
word and in consequence to refine their definitions. The distinction 
between noun and adjective assumed a position of greater importance. 
In antiquity adjectives had been assigned to a variety of subclasses of 
the 6nomafnonzer; class (pp: 34 and 57, above). Peter Helias r(Jerred 
to a primary division of the nomen into nomen substantivum and nomen 
adiectrvum, and Thomas of Erfurt, in describing the nomen, distin
guished nomen substantivuni from nomen adiectivum by their modi essen
tiiiles of syntactic independence (per se st{mtis) and of construction with 
a noun (adiacentis)." 

The verb and the participle share the modu1 esse, the category of pro
cess in time; but the verb is grammatically distinct from the noun, and 
in the minimal noun-verb, or suppositum-appositum sentence it is one of 
the two polar terms. The participle, while sharing in much of the syntax 
and semantics of the verb, including time reference and construction 
with oblique case forms, can also, with or without other words attached 
to it, itself act as a nominal element in sentence structure. This distinc
tion was marked by referring to the verb as detached from the substance 
denoted by the nou~ (significans per modum esse distantis ii substantia), 
and to the participle as not separated from this substance (significans 
per modum esse indistantis a substantiii).H 

Similarly, the rather unsatisfactory definitions of the preposition by 
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ancient grammarians were replaced by a succinct statement of its func
tion (in Latin), syntactically tied to a case inflected word and relating 
this to a verb or participle (ad actum reducens). Thomas of Erfurt ex
plicitly rejects the identification of bound morphemes in certain words 
as prepositions along with the free prepositions, a confusion which had 
led Priscian into inaccuracy. ss 

The system of relations and categories outlined above is by no means 
the same as the system used today in traditional Latin grammar or in 
more strictly formal grammar. But it shows a remarkable growth of 
syntactic insight and the development of terminology and theory, 
from which present-day linguists have found a great deal that is applic
able and revealing in the formal anaiY.sis of the classical languages and 
of others. It can, in fact, be claimed that a definite and coherent theory 
of sentence structure and of syntactic analysis was achieved by the 
modistae, one that dealt with levels of structure deeper than those 
immediately involved with the morphological categories of the inflected 
words of Priscian's Latin grammar. 

'Vriters of the speculative grammars did not have to concern them
selves directly with the topic that received the greatest attention from 
mediaeval philosophers. This was the so-called 'question of universals'. 
While scarcely a linguistic problem except on the most liberal inter
pretation of the field and scope of linguistics, it was centred on one 
aspect of the relation between the use of language to talk about the 
world and the nature of the world in itself. The question primarily 
refers to the semantic status of the ·terms or ,\;ords used to make 
generaJ. propositions, broadly speaking the sort of words that can occur 
as single predicates or right-hand members of subject-predicate 
propositions in Aristotelian logic, such as Socrates is a man and man 
is rational, and so on. Do such terms stand for real universals existing· 
in·their own right apart from and independent of the particular things 
or persons of which the terms are predicated? Or, do they exist as a 
common property or character within the particulars? Or, finally, are 
they no more than general or universal terms used by the spealters of 
a language, with no status apart from the language and the spealter? 
These questions, first promoted by Plato's theory of 'ideas' or ideal 
forms, were brought into particular prominence ·at the beginning of 
the mediaeval period by Bot<thius in his commentary on the writings 
of the Nco-Platonist ·Porphyry; and vadous refinements and modifi
cations of the three fundamental viewpoints on the problem were 
the subject of continuous debate during the whole of the Middle 



;. 

f 
! 

THE MIDDLE AGES 87 

Ages (the question is still a living one, and likely to remain· so, but it 
no longer holds the same central position in philosophical enquiry and 
controversy). The nominalist point of view, that universals are words 
or names only, with no real existence outside language, has been made 
famous by one of its exponents, William of Ockham (first half of the 
fourteenth century), to whom the saying 'entia non sunt multiplicanda 
praeter necessitiitem' (Entities are not to be increased in number 
beyond what is necessary) has been attributed, wrongly in the actual 
words used, but rightly in the doctrine. 

The theory of language set out by the modistae, in terms of the modi 
essendi, intelligendi, and significa:ndi, however, rests on a 'moderate 
realism', basically an Aristotelian view as interpreted by St. Thomas 
Aquinas, and one of the tenets of Thomist philosophy. In this view, 
as far as human knowledge is concerned, universals are abstracted 
from real properties of particulars and then considered apart from 
them by the mind.s6 In modistic terms the mind abstracts the modi 
essendi from things, considers them as modi intelligendi, and language 
permits such abstractions to be communicated by means of the modi 
significandi. 

The assumption was that all men carry out this process alike, and 
that despite superficial differences all languages communicate in the 
same way,. or as the. modistae. put it, the modi essendi, the passive modi 
intelligendi and significandi are air the same materially. 

This sort of view became harder to maintain when in later years 
wider linguistic experience and interests showed how very different 
languages are in their grammatical constitutions and in the semantic 
categories associated with their most important formal features. More 
recently linguists have maintained that peoples whose languages and 
culture are widely separated from those of others must be allowed to 
live in partly different worlds, or in worlds differently conceived and 
structured from the 'standard average European' world of the classical 
European inheritance, and that these differences are in some respects 
correlated with the grammatical and semantic structure of their 
languages. Such a viewpoint, in its extreme and scarcely tenable form, 
,that one's language is wholly and irresistibly responsible for one's con
ception of the world and attitude towards it, has been ascribed, perhaps 
unjustly, to B. L. Whorf.s7 But in· recognizing the far too limited 
approach to. linguistic diversity seen in the modistic speculative gram
mars, there is no need to go to the opposite extreme. Indeed one may 
retain modistic terminology, with the sensible provision that the modi 

.. 
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intelligendi probably differ from language community to language 
community, and that the traffic is not all in one direction; the modi 
intelligendi give rise to modi signijitandi, but are themselves influenced 
in the course of years by the modi significandi and the actual forms in 
which they are expressed. 

It is worth while studying the work of the speculative grammarians, 
both to see how their linguistic thought arose from the intellectual 
context of their time, and to consider its relevance to current problems 
in the theory and the analysis of language. Apart from their contribu
tion to the theory and the terminology 'of syntactic description, men
tioned above, the modistae raised questions on the most important 
topics that co~cern our attempt to understand language l!nd its place 
in human life and society. Moreover they not unfairly represent some 
aspects of the mediaeval achievement. They wrote in, and illustrated 
from, Latin, the international language of European culture during the 
Middle Ages; but they sought to give a universal validity to the rules 
exhibited in Latin grammar. Mediaeval scholars wished for a system 
of knowledge in which all branches and all disciplines would accept the 
same philosophical and religious principles; and after the confusion of 
the Dark Ages they endeavoured to establish firmly all sciences on true 
and stable foundations. 

The demand that grammatical description should be integrated into 
philosophical theory brought about a great change in people's attitudes 
towards linguistic studies. Philosophy in its widest sense had been 
the cradle of linguistics and of the first spec~lation on l~hguage in 
ancient Greece; but since ·the emergence of the Alexandrian school 
represented in Thrax's Techni, whose standpoint remained dominant 
in Apollonius and his Greek and Latin successors, the study of classical 
literature and the language and style of reputed poets and prose writers 
had been the accepted purpose and context of linguistic work. So much 
had this been an accepted and continuing tradition that after the 
explicit statement of the tasks and purposes of linguistics at the begin
ning of the Tt!chni (p. 31, above), later writers either repeated it 
summarily, confined themselves to such brief phrases as 'the know
ledge of correct speaking and correct writing' (scientia recti loquendi 
recti scribendi), or, as Priscian, felt it unnecessary to give any statement 
or definition to introduce their subject.sS But the changed outlook of 
the later Middle Ages demanded explicinecognition in changed defi
nitions of linguistic science. Siger de Courtrai wrote: 'Grammar is the 
science of language, and its field of study is the sentence and its modifi-
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cations, its purpose being the expression of the concepts of the mind 
in well formed sentences'.so 

Contemporaries were aware of this change in the definition and 
conception of the subject. Formerly grammar had been ·directed to
wards the auctores, the writers of classical literature; now it was exclu
sively concerned with its place among the aries, the seven liberal arts 
(p. 6g, above), wherein pagan literature had no place unless, like the 
philosophical writings of Aristotle, it had been officially incorporated 
into accepted doctrine. The Latin of the speculative grammarians was 
by classical standards clumsy and inelegant; the forms employed were 
often unacceptable when considered in relation to the usage of classical 
Latin authors, and the philosophical theory adduced to justify the 
theory of modistic grammar was held by later critics of the period to be 
at best irrelevant and at worst pettifogging and obscurantist. In modern 
terms the modistae were theory orientated, and the adherents of classi
cal literature and Priscian' s grammar as it stood were data· orientated. 
The difference between the two attitudes is illustrated by the choice of 
examples; the linguists of antiquity and the late Latin grammarians 
used quotations from classical texts, Priscian being very free with his 
citations, but the modistae made up their examples almost formula- · 
ically, without regard to actual utterance or to situational plausibility; 
being only concerned with exemplifying a part_icular structure, they 
frequently produced sentences that could scarcely have occurred in any 
other context of situation (the example quoted above, Socrates albus 
·currit bene, \vhite Socrates runs well, is quite typical). 

Tllis sort of opposition between the artes and the auctores was not 
new in Christian Europe; something similar could be seen in the heart
searching of St. Jerome and others on whether they were guilty of pre
ferring Cicero to Holy Writ; but the rise of the modistic approach to 
grammar sharpened it and brought it into direct contact with linguistic 
studies. We find this the subject of a well-known allegory, the Battle of 
the seven arts, in which the auctores, classical authors from Homer 
onwards, are based on Orleans, where classical scholarship and litera
ture had remained entrenched, and go out to do battle with the philo
sophers and the personifications of the seven arts at Paris, one of the 
main centres of logic and speculative grammar.6o It is ironical that 
Priscian, who in method owed much to Aristotelian models and whose 
Latin grammar was the foundation of mediaeval grammatical theory, is 
now, as champion of the auctores from Orleans, matched in allegorical 
combat with Aristotle, who had been made responsible for the assumed 
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logical basis of grammatical rules and concepts and, as the inspiration 
of scholastic philosophy, had become a leader of the artes. 

In the allegory the artes win, but at the end of the story it is prophe
sied that in time the true grammar of the classical texts will return in 
triumph. This indeed happened, but as part of the many and profound 
movements of thought that characterized the intellectual and cultural 
side of the Renaissance, which was simultaneously the full-scale revival 
of classical learning and the birth of the modern world. 
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The Renaissance and after 

The Renaissance is traditionally regarded as the bir.th of the modern 
world and of modern history, in so far as such inevitably arbitrary 
divisions of historical time can be meaningful. Most of the features that 
characterize contemporary history can be seen emerging at this time 
and continuing without a break up to the present day. Several of them 
had a direct effect on the directions taken by linguistic studies, and 
these must be noticed in this chapter; but the Renaissance was also a 

. backwar~-looking movement, the full rediscovery and reappreciation 
of the GrecocRoman classical world. Two quite independent events, · 
relatively contemporaneous in occurrence, may symbolize the Janus-like 
faces of the Renaissance, looking forward to an exciting future and 
backward to a glorious· past. In 1492 Columbus discovered the New 
World, setting in motion the expansion of Europe over the whole 
globe, and in 1453 Constantinople, the capital of the Eastern Empire, 
finally fell to the Turks; thus was brought to an end the last survivor in 
the uninterrupted succession of the classical Roman Empire, and 
numbers of Greek scholars were impelled westward to Italy. Manu
scripts of classical texts were brought from Constantinople by emi
grants and were also actively sought out and carried home by Italian 
scholars visiting that city and some others. Already in the preceding 
years Greek scholars had come to the west and begun the revival of 
Greek learning. At the end of the fourteenth century Manuel Chryso
loras, invited from Constantinople as a teacher of Greek, produced the 
first modern grammar of that language in the west. 1 

A· heightened consciousness of the ciassical past and an enhanced 
vigour in the present engendered a tremendous vitality among leading 
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men in all spheres of activity. Few scmples stood in the way of ambition 
whether good or bad; of the period it has been said that the only crime 
of which Renaissance man was not guilty was the destruction of ancient 
manuscripts.' From this era of history dates the conception of the 
'Middle Ages', a dark and inglorious period lying between antiquity 
and the new age. The achievements of mediaeval Europe, which have 
been noticed in the preceding chapter as far as they concerned linguistic 
scholarship, were gravely underestimated by the men of the Renais
sance. Even as late as the nineteenth century Froude could write in his 
mellifluous prose as he contemplated the end of the Middle Ages: 'A 
change was coming upon the world, the meaning and direction of which 
even still is hidden from us, a change from era to era. The paths 
trodden by the footsteps of ages were broken up; old things were 
passing away, and the faith and the life of ten centuries were dissolving 
like a dream. Chivalry was dying; the abbey and the castle were soon 
together to crumble irito ruins;· and all the forms, desires, beliefs, con
victions of the old world were passing away, never to return. A new 
continent had risen up beyond the western sea. The floor of heaven, 

· inlaid with stars, had sunk back into an infinite abyss of immeasurable 
space; and the firm earth itself, unfixed from its foundations, was 
seen to be but a small atom in the awful vastness of the universe. 
In the fabric of habit in which they had so laboriously built for them
selve·s, mankind were to remain no longer.'' Modern scholarship has 
done much to raise our estimation of tlie mediaeval period, and to 
soften the break between epochs that was formerly" -imposed. But 
changes there were, irreversible changes, and their effects were far
reaching. 

One direct consequence of these changes as far as linguistics is con
cerned is that the strands of history become more numerous and more 
complicated. Hitherto it has been not unreasonable to follow the course 
of linguistic studies by attending to the study of the Greek language by 
Greek scholars and the later study of Latin by Latin scholars, together 
with the theoretical developments built on the foundations of Latin 
grammar by the speculative grammarians. European work outside these 
confines was relatively small in extent and, with a few notable excep
tions like the work of the 'First grammarian', largely derivative in 
character. This is no longer true after the end of the Middle Ages. 
Not only were linguistic horizons widened· and the work of non
European linguists beginning to make its impact on the European 
tradition·, but the living languages of Europe were from now on 
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systematically studied, and new lines of linguistic thought, taken for 
granted today as part of general linguistics, made their appearance. The 
study of Greek and Latin grammar continued, and the further refine
ments and developments that carried it from the mediaeval period to 
modern teaching practice in the classical languages are a proper object 
of specialist study; but they can no more represent the course of the 
history of linguistics as a whole. 

During the later Middle Ages Arabic and Hebrew had been studied 
in Europe, and in the University of Paris in the fourteenth century both 
languages were officially recognized. Roger Bacon wrote a grammar of 
Hebrew and knew Arabic. Indeed, the necessity of some knowledge of 
Hebrew, as the language of the Old Testament, had been realized 
sporadically since the time of Jerome (345-420); but such studies had 
often been undertaken in a clandestine, half shamefaced manner, 
Christians fearing charges of associating with the enemies of the Church 
and Jews fearing the accusation of proselytizing. 

Its biblical status had given Hebrew a place alongside Latin and 
Greek as a language worthy of attention. Isidore (seventh century) 
along with many others regarded it as the language of God and. there
fore the first language to be spoken on earth. • But \vith the loosening of 
clerical bonds during the Renaissance Hebrew was studied more widely 
and with greater penetration. Greek, Latin, and Hebrew were the three 

. languages in the knowledge.ofwhich.the homo trilinguis of-the Renaisc 
sance prided himself.' A number of Hebrew grammars were written in 
Europe, in particular.Reuchlin's De rudimentis Hebraicis.6 Reuchlin, 
also a great classical scholar and one of the leaders of the Renaissance 
in Germany, drew the attention of western scholars to the radically 
different word class system in use by native Hebrew grammarians; 
noun, verb, and particle.7 The former two are declinable and the par
ticles indeclinable. Reuchlin matches the Hebrew grammatical tradition 
to the Latin tradition by subdividing the noun into noun, pronoun, and 
participle, and the particles into adverb, conjunction, preposition, and 
interjection; but he goes on at once to warn his readers that a great 
part of the categories ('accidents') and their associated theory that 

. apply to the Latin word classes are inapplicable to Hebrew and so 
require no mention. 8 In r 529 N. C!enard's grammar of Hebrew became 
definitive for that language in western Europe. 

In their increasing knowledge and understanding of Hebrew and 
their acquaintance with the work of native Hebrew linguists, western 
scholarship for the first time came into intellectual contact with a non-
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Indo-european language and a tradition of grammatical analysis not 
directly, if at all, derived from the Greco-Roman tradition. 

·Hebrew linguistic scholarship was developed under the influence of 
Arabic linguistic work.' This was due both to the structural similarities 
of these two Semitic languages and to the political power of the Arabs 
after the Islamic expansion over the Near East, north Africa, and Spain. 
Technical terms and categories were borrowed from Arabic linguists for 
the descriptive analysis of Hebrew. A good deal of this work centred on 
the Hebrew scriptures of the Old Testament. By the end of the twelfth 
century grammars of Hebrew were being written by Jews living in 
Spain and elsewhere for their co-religionists. Among these grammarians 
the Qim~i family are wei! known as the authors of linguistic treatises. 
Earlier, another Spanish J e\v, Ibn Barun, had written a comparative 
study of the Arabic and Hebrew languages.ro 

Arabic ling1.)istic studies, the inspiration and model of Hebrew 
scholars, were concerned with the Korari. As the ·sacred book of Islam, 
the word of God revealed to the prophet Muhammad, the Koran 
was the bond of unity over the entire extension of the Arab dominions 
and the wider Islamic faith, from the seventh century onward. The 
Koran must not be translated, and therefore non-Arab converts had to 
learn Arabic to read and understand it (as non-Arab members of the 
faith still do in Muslim schools in Malaya and elsewhere). Like other 
sacred texts the book gave rise to· a tradition of linguistic exegesis and 
commentary; there were, too, the needs of the bureaucracy in the 
training of administrators and officials in the recognized language of 
the Islamic empire. The teaching of Arabic thus took up a position 
analogous to that of Latin in the Western Empire. 

Some rivalry developed between different philological schools in the 
Arab world, and, particularly in the school of Basra, Aristotelian influ
ence was felt as part of the wider impact made on Arabic learning by 
Greek philosophy and Greek science. Basra laid stress on the strict 
regularity and the systematic nature of language as a means of logical 
discourse about the world of phenomena; here it is possible that 
Aristotelian ideas on analogy made an impact (p. 22, above). A rival 
group of linguistic scholars in Kiifa gave more importance to the diver
sity of language as it was actually found, including dialectal variations 
and textual occurrences as they were accepted; in some ways this 
school maintained 'anomalist' views. The extent, if any, of the influ
ence of Dionysius Thrax's Techne on Arab grammatical theory is ,;·. 
puted. The work had been translated into Armenian and Syriac early 
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in the Christian era, I I and may have been studied by the Arabs. But it 
is certain that Arabic linguists developed their own insights in the 
systematization of their language, and in no way imposed Greek 
models on it as the Latin grammarians had been led to do. 12 

Arabic grammatical scholarship reached its culmination at the end 
of the eighth century in the grammar of Sibawaih of Basra, significantly 
not an Arab himself but a Persian, thus witnessing to the perennial 
stimulus to linguistic research lying in culturally imposed language con
tacts. He was a pupil of Al-Khalil, who had himself worked in metrical 
theory and lexicography. Sibawaih's work, known just as 'the book', 
Al kitab, fixed in the main the grammatical description and teaching of 
the Arabic language from then on. Sibawaih, like Thrax, rested on the 
foundations laid by his predecessors. He set out the grammar of classical 
Arabic substantially as it is known today, recognizing three word 
classes, inflected noun and verb and uninflected particle. The descrip
tion of the verbal inflexions was mostly based on the 'triiiteral' roots, 
familiar in such examples as k - t - b, write, whence come kataba, he 
wrote, kitab, book, etc. Arab lexicographers made these consonantal 
roots the basis of their dictionary entries. 

Additionally Sibawaih achieved an independent phonetic description 
of the Arabic script. While not up to Indian standards (pp. 141-3, below) 
it was ahead of preceding and contemporary western phonetic science. 
He and other Arab gramm;rians wer~ able to. s~t out systematically the 
organs of speech and the mechanism of utterance, interpreting articu-

. · lation as ihdnterference with egressive rur in various ways by different 
configurations of the vocal tract. The modes of interference were 
designated ma~-raj, literally 'outlet' by which the air made its exit; and 
working from back to front, from the throat to the lips and the nose, 
they were able to expound in explicit technical terminology the seg
mental sounds of the Arabic language. Features such as the velarized 
articulation of the 'emphatic' consonants and the velarization and 
palatalization of vowels in certain phonetic contexts were correctly 
identified. Their only serious observational failure lay in not diagnosing 
the mechanics of the voice-voiceless distinction in the consonants, 
though the division of them into two classes was treated as important 
and the consonants were correctly assigned to them. In view of this 
omission, Indian influence on the Arabs' phonetic work may be 
doubted, though it has been suggested. Certainly the articulatory basis 
of sound classification and the order of description, from the back to 
the front, agree with Indian practice, and the Arabs' achievement in 
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this branch of linguistics was far more successful in terms of descriptive 
accuracy than that of the Greeks and the Romans. 1 J 

Interest in the Arabic and Hebrew languages and the separate 
scholarly tradition in which they had been treated contributed to the 
loosening of the bonds that too exclusive an attention to Latin and 
Greek had imposed on linguistics hitherto. This was reinforced by a 
powerful drive in the study of the vernacular languages of Europe as 
themselves worthy objects of intense scholarly effort. In this field too 
no sharp dividing line can be drawn. During the mediaeval period ver
nacular grammars of Proven9al and Catalan had been written, 14 and 
Dante, whom some regard as the prophet of the later Renaissance, had 
done much to foster the study of the spoken Romance dialects as 
against written Latin, and through his writings in the vernacular had 
done much to establish a variety of spoken Italian as the literary and 
later the official language of the peninsula. But the Renaissance itself 

· saw the publication of many of the first grammars of European langu
ages, thus inaugurating an application of linguistic science that has 
developed without interruption from then on. 

The first known native grammars of Italian and Spanish appeared in 
the fifteenth century, and the first native French grammar at the 
beginning of the sixteenth (one of the earliest Italian grammars has been 
attributed to Lorenzo the Magnificent). 1 ; During the same period 
grammars were published ·of Polish and ·of Old Church Slavonic. 

The conditions in which these grammars were written and studied 
were very different from those prevailing in earlier times. The rise of 
national states, patriotic feeling, and the strengthening of central gov
ernments made for the recognition of a single variety of a territorial 
language as official; men felt it a duty to foster the use and the cultiva
tion of their own national language. From the end of the fifteenth cen
tury Castilian Spanish was so treated in Spain, and Charles V broke 
with the universalist Latin tradition in addressing the Pope in Spanish. 1 • 

The invention of printing diffused knowledge at a vastly increased rate, 
and the rise of a commercial middle class spread literate education 
through wider circles of society and encouraged the study of modern 
foreign languages. The publication of dictionaries, both unilingual and 
bilingual, accompanied the publication of grammars, and has gone on 
ever since. In England, because of the introduction of French as the 
language of the conquerors after the Norman invasion and its con
tinued use by the upper classes for some centuries thereafter, a number 
of grammars and practical manuals of the French language were 
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produced during the Middle Ages. But the systematic study and teach
ing of French in England can really be said to begin with the publication 
in 1530 of J. Palsgrave's L'esclarcissement de Ia languefranfoyse, a work 
of more than a thousand pages, dealing with French orthography. 
pronunciation, and grammar, the last in very great detail. 17 

Secular and humanist needs were reinforced by the rise in status of 
the vernacular languages of Europe after the translation of the Bible 
into them, one aspect of the religious Reformation. Luther's German 
Bible was printed in r 534, and by this time the Scriptures had been 
translated into a number of western European languages. A widespread 
interest in the theory and the technique of translation is indicated by 
the Frenchman E. Dolet's brief essay on the subject. 18 

On the whole the written languages of the educated classes were 
made the centre of grammatical study, and .as with Renaissance Latin 
studies (p. 108, below), literature rather than logic became the prime 
authority for grammatical rules and correctness. But written languages 
were also spoken, and written to be pronounced. The pronunciation of 
mediaeval Latin had been relatively unimportant and varied with the 
first language of the speaker, while the grammars mechanically repro
duced the not very scientific phonetic descriptions of Priscian and the 
classical grammarians. The new grammars of modern languages paid 
great attention to the relations between spelling, now being standar
dized in printing, and pronunciatio.n. Problems of orthography imd ·of 
spelling reform took on a fresh significance, and, while the confusing 
equation of letter and spoken sound continued, phonemic inadequacies 
of existing spellings were noted ahd resented. Thus early Italian gram
mars show new letter signs to distinguish open and close e and o 
(/ef and fef; M and /o/).' 9 

The serious study of the neo-Latin (Romance) languages can be said 
to have been instituted by Dante's De vulgari eloquentia in the early 
fourteenth century, wherein he extolled the merits of spoken languages 
learned unconsciously in early childhood and contrasted them with 
written Latin consciously acquired as a second language at school 
through grammatical rules.•• In a celebrated passage Dante made a 
plea for the cultivation of a common Italian vernacular which should 
serve to unify the peninsula of Italy in the way that centralized royal 
courts did for other peoples."' 

The relationship between the Romance languages and Latin pro
vided what the ancient world had always lacked, a proper theoretical 
framework for dealing with diachronic linguistics. The rediscovery of 
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classical antiquity in all its glory as part of the revival of learning gave 
Renaissance man a historical perspective such as the Middle Ages had 
not had. The sound changes (expressed as changes of letters) by which 
Spanish, French, and Italian words could be historically related to the 
corresponding 'parent' Latin forms were systematically recorded and 
seriously studied; and, perhaps more significantly, the questions that 
arise from changes in grammatical systems were faced and answered. 
The Romance vernaculars were not just corrupted Latin, but languages 
of merit and standing, in their own right, gprung from Latin and 
related to it in interesting ways. 

The causes of this linguistic change were discussed, and writers 
referred to the factors of linguistic contacts and mixtures, and of the 
gradual independent changes that take place in the transmission of a 
spoken language from one generation to the next. Scholars recorded the 
origin of the Romance futures from Latin infinitives followed by forms 
of the verb habere, to have, and the fact that the caseless nouns of the 
modern Romance languages had replaced the paradigms of separate 
case forms found in Latin. This latter change provoked an important 
reappraisal of the role of prepositional constructions. While most of the 
Romance prepositions can ·be formally matched with their correspon
ding Latin originals, there is a marked difference between those whose 
synt~ctic and semantic uses broadly continue those of the Latin forms, 
·as with ·Italian in, !n, and con, with, and those like French de and 
Italian di, which on the whole correspond semantically to Latin 

· oblique case inflexions, ·usually the genitive, without any preposition. 
In I 525 Pietro Bembo raised the question whether these latter were 
prepositions properly speaking or rather just case-signs, segni di caso ;22 

and the matter was discussed by his contemporaries, one writer arguing 
that di in padrone di cas a, master of the house, is a segno di caso, but that 
it is a preposition in sono partito di casa, I have left the house.Z' It is 
easy to say that historical and descriptive linguistics are not adequately 
distinguished here; but what is important is the beginning of the pro
cess of setting free .the grammatical description and teaching of modern 
languages from categories imposed for no other reason than their 
relevance to Latin, a process to be seen at work also in the succession 
of grammars of English after the· Renaissance, despite the lack in this 
case of a direct genetic relationship (p. I 19, below). In like manner the 
Priscianic system of eight word classes was not left unquestioned. 
Systems of fewer and of more classes were proposed. Nebrija in his 
Gramatica de Ia lengua castellana (1492) set up ten.Z• However the 
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definite separation of nouns an~ adjectives into distinct classes had to 
wait until the eighteenth century. 

Among the Renaissance grammarians Pierre Ramee (Petrus Ramus, 
horn c. ISIS) is well known, and has been hailed as a precursor of 
modern structuralism. 2 ' More generally he is regarded as one of the 
thinkers who marked the transition from the mediaeval to the modern 
world. His educational reforms were widely influential in northern 
Europe, and with his celebrated rejection of Aristotle in his master's 
degree disputation (' quaecumque ab Aristotele dicta essent commentitia 
esse', 'everything Aristotle said is wrong') he went on to revivify the 
study of the liberal arts in Paris, formerly the stronghold of Aristote
lianism and modis tic grammar._ He vigorously championed the human
istic teaching of the classical languages, through their literature rather 
than through scholastic Aristotelianisrn. Mter becoming involved in the 

_ religious ~trife of the times, he was murdered in the massacre of St. 
Bartholemew in I s72. z6 

Ramus wrote grammars of Greek, Latin, and French, and set down 
his theory of grammar in his Scholae grammaticae. 27 While in his 
grammar of French he made didactic use of references to Latin gram
mar, he showed a proper appreciation of each individual language. 
Rather than follow philosophical arguments on grammar, which, he 
said, did not save the scholastics from barbarisms;s he stressed the 
need iri the ancient language-s to follow the observed usage of the
classical authors, and in the modern languages the observed usage 
of native speakers .. His grammatical descriptions and· classifications 
are formal in today's sense, relying neither on semantics nor on 
the categories of logic but on the relations between actual word 
forms. 

Ramus's grammar of French contains one of the earliest treatments 
of the pronunciation of the language; and he took care also to point to 
the differences between Latin as formerly spoken by Latin-speakers 
and Latin as variously pronounced by those who subjected it to their 
own phonological patterns after learning it at school. 2 • In Latin gram
mar he preserved the Priscianic eight word classes, but in demanding 
purely formal criteria for their identification he made inflexion for 
number and its absence the basic division between them, contra5ting 
nouns, pronouns, verbs, and participles (which he regarded as nouns) 
with all the rest.ao This reliance on number as the principal category 
for grammatical classification was influential; whereas case inflexion 
on which the ancient grammarians had relied so much had largely 
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disappeared in the modern languages, number still remained as an in
flexional category. Ramus made use of the same distinction in his 
French grammar," and it was taken up after him by some writers of 
English grammars (p. rzo, below). 

In his account of Latin morphology he reorganized the traditional 
system of declensions by making his basic criterion for classification the 
parisyllabicity or imparisyllabicity of the case forms of a noun or 
adjective (whether the different cases did or did not substantially agree 
in the number of their syllables).JZ Latin verbs are distinguished pri
marily by whether their future tense is formed with -b- (amiibO, etc.) or 
not, thus largely corresponding to the traditional first and second con
jugations on the one hand and the third and fourth on the other." 
Interestingly Ramus remarked that though Priscian and the other 
grammarians of Latin did not make use of this classification themselves, 
they none the less provided the material on which such a for-mal 
classification could be made.J4 

Ramus's syntax was also based on the distinction between words 
with number inflexion and words without it, and was systematized by 
reference to the two categories of syntactic relation, concord and gov
ernment (in this he was indebted to mediaeval grammatical theory)." 

Contacts between European linguistic scholarship and the work of 
. Jewish and Arabic grammarians during the later Middle Ages have 
been mentioned already. These were by no means the only i\on~Euro
pean languages with which Europeans became acquainted in the 
Renaissance. Colonization of the New Wofld and voyages of discovery 
round the globe, the establishment of trading stations and expatriate 
settlements, and the despatch of missionaries all played their part in 
awakening scholars to the hitherto undreamed wealth of linguistic 
diversity in the world. This process continued unchecked, and indeed 
is still in progress, with missions playing a leading part. Appropriately 
Firth referred to the linguistic aspect of the expansion of Europe as the 
'discovery of Babel'.J6 

From the New World, grammars of Nahuatl (Mexico), Quechua 
(Peru), and Guarani (Brazil) were published in 1547, 1560, and r639 
respectively; in Europe a Basque grammar appeared in I 587 and the 
seventeenth century saw grammars of Japanese and. Persian published. 
Among the linguistic work dorie under the control of missionary activi
ties, mention should be made of the achievements of the Propaganda. 
Fide department of the Roman Church and of Jesuit missionaries during 
the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. India, south-east 
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Asia, and the Far East were all visited, and several ofthe languages there 
encountered were first subjected to a roman transcription by Catholic 
missionaries for the translation of the Scriptures. The alphabets devised 
by these missionaries for some of the languages of India and Burma, and 
the phonetic observations accompanying them have been praised by 
linguists of the present century,'7 and the transcription made by 
Alexander de Rhodes for Vietnamese in 165 r is still, with minor 
alterations, the official writing system of Vietnam. 

Some study of Sanskrit was undertaken, and isolated observations 
were made on certain apparent resemblances between that language and 
Italian, Greek, and Latin (p. 135, below). 

Trade routes had linked China and the Roman Empire overland 
through central Asia, and the western world was dimly aware in anti
quity of the Seres (far away to the east). Early in the fourteenth century 
Marco Polo had travelled through Asia as far as China and had studied 
a number o( Asian langu~ges during his residence. But prolonged 
direct contacts between European scholars and the Chinese really 
started with the arrival of traders and missionaries in the Far East. 
Francis Xavier had established Jesuit missions in China and Japan by 
the time of his death in 1552, and several members of these missions 
became masters of different varieties of Chinese. Of them Ricci is one 
of the best known. 

-Trigault, who ·translated ·Ricci;s famous diary into Latin, recorded 
the salient differences between the Chinese languages and those of 
western Europe that strike the ·first year-student of Chinese today:-the 
almost complete lack of morphological paradigms such as had received 
so much attention in Latin and Greek and were seemingly essential to 
grammatical structure, the distinction of what would otherwise be 
lexical homophones by differences in pitch (tones), and the existence of 
a common written language (Chinese characters) readily intelligible to 
literate persons irrespective of the differences, amounting often to com
plete barriers to intercommunication, that existed between several of 
the varieties of spoken Chinese. 38 

China had developed an indigenous tradition of linguistic studies by 
the time western scholars made contact with the country and its 
languages. A character writing system, properly defined as the graphic 
representation of individual morphemes by separate symbols, had been 
in use since zooo B.C. and was of native origin, despite certain super
ficial similarities to character systems in other parts of the world. This 
mode of representing the language in writing, together with the isola-
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ting, analytic structure of Chinese grammar, determined the course 
taken by linguistic studies in Chinese civilization. 

From the end of the sixteenth century the nature of the Chinese 
writing system was known in Europe and it played an important part in 
some directions of linguistic research (pp. r 13-4, below), besides making 
European scholars aware of the existence of a group of languages whose 
phonological, grammatical, and lexical organization differed markedly 
from those of languages with which earlier generations had been 
familiar. The first grammars of Chinese published in European languages, 
by Francisco Varo and by J. H. de Premare, appeared at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century. 39 

The virtual absence of morphological paradigms in Chinese did not 
encourage early grammatical study, apart from some attention to the 
class of particles. A distinction was made between 'full words', those 
capable of standing alone and bearing an individual lexical gloss, and 
'empty words' or particles, serving grammatical purposes within sen
tences containing full words but scarcely having a statable meaning in 
isolation. This passed through Premare into general linguistic usage. <0 

Full words were further divided into 'living words', verbs, and 'dead 
words', nouns. But the main linguistic efforts of the Chinese were 
turned on to lexicography and phonology. 

Dictionaries were produced in China f~om the second century A.D. 

on.ward. As elsewhere the stimuli were the linguistic changes in the 
lexicon of the literary language. These made some characters obsolete 
and altered the meanings of others, . thus increasing the difficulties of 
studying the ancient classics of Chinese literature. One of the earliest 
known Chinese dictionaries, the Shuo w§n (c. A.D. 100), making use. 
of the revised writing system that had been standardized three cen
turies earlier, arranged the characters in the manner employed ever 
since, by 'radicals', though the number of the 'radicals' has since 
been reduced. Each character is analysed into two components in 
lexicography, a 'radical', which in part correlates with the general 
meaning of some of the characters containing it, and the 'phonetic', 
which sometimes gives an indication of the pronunciation of the 
character, though semantic and phonetic changes have made these 
indications very patchy and at best only approximate. The 'radicals' 
are ordered serially starting with those containing one stroke, in 
ascending order of numbers of strokes; and the characters containing 
each 'radical' and so listed under it are likewise arranged in ascending 
order of numbers of strokes in the 'phonetic' (certain characters con
sist of 'radical' only; these come first in the lists). 
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Later dictionaries attempted to deal with the problem of indicating 
the pronunciation of characters, in view of phonetic changes that had 
taken place in the language since the classical literary era. This provided 
the matrix for the development of the phonological study of literary 
Chinese. The character represented the morpheme rather than the 
word, though in classical Chinese especially many words were mono
morphemic; and, broadly speaking, the morpheme was phonologically 
represented by a single syllable, falling within a limited number of 
possible syllable structures. There was no segmental representation of 
the components of the syllable in Chinese character writing, and the 
focus of Chinese phonological thinking was on the isolated mono
syllable and on the means of indicating the pronunciation of characters 
that had become obsolete or had formerly had different phonetic values. 

At first the only method available was the citation of a homonym of 
the character concerned, but .from. the third. century A.D. onward the 
syllable was analysed into initial and final components, the final being 
taken as everything coming after the initial consonant, and including 
the tone. The pronunciation of a character could now be indicated by 
the citation of two other characters whose pronunciation was assumed 
to be known, the initial of the first and the final of the second giving the 
syllabic composition and so the pronunciation of the character in 
question. Thus the character read fkof with a rising tone followed by 
the character read fhwe/ with a ievel tone would ·indicate the pronun
ciation of a character read- fkwef with a level tone. 

By the time this technique was in use Buddhis~ mi~sionaries w.ei'e 
already active in China, and it is possible that even this limited phono
logical analysis of the syllable was inspired by acquaintance with an 
alien alphabetic script. Certainly it was with the aid of Buddhist monks 
that in A.D. 489 the Chinese tones were for the first time systematically 
defined as integral components of spoken syllables, although Chinese 
had been a tone language from time immemorial. 41 

The next advance in phonological analysis was directly influenced by 
Sanskrit linguistic studies (pp. 141- 3, below). In the eleventh century the 
well-known rhyme tables set out the total of the occurrent syllables of 
literary Chinese, represented by characters, on a chart in which the 
vertical columns held the initials and the horizontal rows listed the 
finals, now further analysed so as to_ distinguish medial. (post-initial) 
semivowels such as f-w-f, final vowel or vowel plus consonant, and the 
tone. This two-dimensional classification enabled Chinese scholars to 
distinguish, as the Stoics had already done in the west (p. 24, above), 
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between non-occurrent but phonologically possible forms and forms 
excluded by the rules of Chinese syllable structure. Indian influence is 
marked in the ordering of the initials by their articulation; the plosives 
and nasals were arranged in groups of four by place and manner of 
articulation, /k/, fkhj, fgf, /TJ/, /t/, /th/, /d/, fnf, etc., and articulatory 
terminology was used to differentiate them. These rhyme tables are of 
the greatest importance in the reconstruction of the spoken forms of 
Chinese syllables in this period of the language, but their historical 
significance lies in their evidence of the development under Sanskritic 
influence of a segmental analysis in the face of the tradition engendered 
by a morphemic-syllabic script, which had first suggested an analysis 
into initials and finals much more like Firthian prosodic phonology than 
segmental phonemics. 42 

Various modifications and elaborations were made in this system of 
phonological analysis during the mediaeval and modern periods of 
Chinese linguistic scholarship. The emphasis changed from the study 
of the language of classical literature to the contemporary colloquial 
northern Chinese of Peking, along with other varieties of spoken 
Chinese. In the seventeenth century Pan-lei, an excellent phonetician 
and dialectologist, travelled all over China studying the dialect variations 
of the different regions. But little of further general importance took 
place before European scholarship began seriously to interest itself in 
the linguistic problems ·presented by the Chinese language (or iangu
ages), including the transcription of Chinese syllables in roman letters, · 
an interest very much to the fore a:t the present time.· 

It has been seen how important a part was played by linguistic 
contacts from outside in the development of Chinese phonological 
analysis. But China herself was the source of a linguistic prdblem and 
of its solution, the adaptation of the Chinese character writing system 
to an unrelated language of very different structure. 

The Japanese language is genetically unrelated to Chinese, but from 
the fifth century A.D. onward there was considerable contact between 
Japan and China, and the Japanese borrowed freely from Chinese 
literature and other aspects of Chinese culture, with large numbers of 
Chinese words being taken into the language. Writing was introduced 
from China, and the problem at once arose of adapting the characters 
that in Chinese represented unchanging monosyllables to the require
ments of a language rich in agglutinative derivations and inflexions. At 
first the problem was solved by ignoring it; the agglutinated elements 
of words were left unrepresented and the characters were used as they 
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would have been in Chinese sentences. Ultimately the situation still in 
use today was evolved, wherein the characters are used to represent 
invariable words and the constant root element of variable words, while 
the derivational and inflexional parts of word structures are written in 
the kana syllabary, a set of syllabic signs derived from bits of particular 
characters used for their phonetic value alone. 

An intermediate stage, however, is worthy of notice. In this the 
character represented the root of the word, but other grammatical 
elements, as well as certain particles in close syntactic relationship with 
it, were indicated graphically by means of diacritical marks written at 
different positions round the character itself. Thus the verb kasikom-, 
to fear, would be represented by a particular character bearing a similar 
meaning in Chinese, and a small circle at its lower left hand corner 
would further indicate the word kasikomite, fearing, and a diagonal 
stroke at the top right-hand corner would indicate the word kasikomi
tari, (he, etc.) feared .• , This orthographic system. did not" remain in 
use, but it is of interest in its similarity to certain linguistic speculations 
and experiments in Europe during_ the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries (p. rr7, below). 

To many thinking people in the first phase of the Renaissance in 
Europe, the revival of ancient learning and the new awareness of the 
glories of the Greco-Roman classical world were probably the most 
significant charactetistiCs of the age. Indeed; the· words 'Renaissance' 
and 'revival of learning' testify to this conception. It is noticeable how· 
n-umbers of early Renaissance writers quote freely from classical" sources 
to justify and illustrate their arguments, looking directly to antiquity, 
no longer under any taint of paganism, but rather seen as a period of 
exalted humanism with which Renaissance thinkers, in stressing the 
worth and dignity of man in his own right, felt an intellectual and 
moral kinship. Such men of the Renaissance considered themselves to 
be continuing the work of ancient civilization. The classical texts avail
able in Europe were now approximately those available today, and the 
study of ancient literature took on the forms recognizable in the present 
age in the classical curricula of schools and universities. 

The Greek and Latin classics were read for their own merits and in 
the original languages, not by means of translations or through the 
official interpretations of scholastic theologians. In the Renaissance the 
conception may be said to have been formed of the study of classical 
literature as the basis of a liberal education. 

This changed attitude towards Latin and Greek had its effect on the 
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linguistic study of these languages, especially of Latin. The emphasis 
was set on Latin as the language of Cicero and V ergil, the language of 
the ancient world, not on mediaeval Latin as a lingua franca of educa
tion and intellectual intercourse. Latin as an elegant language enshrining 
a great literature was the proper object of study. Some scholarly works 
continued for a time to be written in Latin, but the rise in status of 
European vernaculars and the spread of secular learning in secular 
states fostered national languages as proper media for scholarly and 
scientific publication. Indeed, the very standards of correctness and 
elegance now insisted on militated against the use of Latin as an inter
nationallanguage. As we find with English today, the acceptance of the 
role of an international or a world language entails an acceptance of 
regional variations of al( kinds and the relaxation of standards of 
correctness from those enjoined in metropolitan literature. 

Many of the technical advances in descriptive efficiency realized 
during the Middle Ages were retained, and in places mediaeval didactic 
grammars like that of Alexander of Villedieu continued in use; but the 
general conceptions of the speculative grammarians were severely 
attacked by Renaissa11.ce grammarians as being philosophically preten
tious, educationally undesirable, and couched in a barbarous degenera
tion of the Latin language. 44 The return to preeminence of the auctores 
foretold in the Battle of the seven arts had indeed come to pass. 

Scholastic grammarians had done little more than copy Prisdan's 
account of Latin pronunciation, and the actual speaking of Latin 
largely depended on the phonetics of the .first language of the persons 
concerned. This feature of Latin speaking continued as it still does 
today; but concern for what was considered to be the correct pronun
ciation, that is to say the pronunciation of the time of Cicero and the 
other golden age authors, was expressed in writings on the Latin 
language even if their practical effect on most pupils was, as it still is, 
relatively small. 

Erasmus (r466-1536) wrote on the correct pronunciation of Latin 
and Greek, and his system of Greek pronunciation was accepted in 
northern Europe. •s Among other observations on Latin, he established 
along with others that the Latin letters c and g represented velar articu
lations in all positions in classical Latin, although the currently spoken 
Romance languages with only a few exceptions (Illyrian and Sardinian) 
had sibilant or affricate pronunciations of these letters before front 
vowels. The orthographers, whose work on the phonetic interpretation 
of current spelling systems has already been noticed (p. roo, above), 
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also turned their attention to this hitherto neglected aspect of classical 
scholarship in Europe. 46 In the writing of Latin, Ramus introduced the 
letters j and v to represent the semivowel pronunciations (in words such 
as jam (iam), now, and virtiis, virtue), as distinct from the vowel pro
nunciations [i] and [ u J; u had previously been the cursive form of V. 
The two letters j and v were known for a time as the 'Ramist conso
nants'; one notices that v still survives but not j in the usual way of 
writing Latin. 47 

The teaching of Latin and Greek grammar gradually took on the 
form in which it is known today in the standard school textbooks. 
Essentially this process involved the incorporation of mediaeval syn
tactic notions into the morphological systematization of the late Latin 
grammarians, ultimately with further developments such-as the final 
separation of the adjective from the noun class (though as late as 
Madvig's Latin grammar the terms 'noun. substantive' and 'noun 
adjective' remained in use<B), and the merging· of the participle into th£ 
inflexions of the verb. 

Among the Renaissance grammars of Latin one may note the works 
of two near contemporaries. }. C. Scitliger's De causis linguae Latinae 
was a theoretical and closely argued, contentious book, whose style fits 
what we know of the author's character from his bitter attacks on 
Erasmus who as a cultivated teacher and writer of Latin had suggested 
that Cicero was ·not the only model of good Latin prose. 49 Sanctius 
(Sanchez) wrote a less theoretical textbook, Minerva seu de causis 
linguae Latinae that was highly esteemed.S 0 

In England W. Lily's Latin grammar enjoyed the distinction of 
being officially prescribed for school use by King Henry VIII in 1540 
(the official version, in fact, contained contributions from other con
temporary grammarians as well)." Lily's grammarin the main follows 
the Priscianic system, with eight word classes or parts of speech. It is 
severely practical and didactic, and does not engage in linguistic or 
philosophical theory or speculation. A century later llassett Jones pub
lished his Essay on the rationality of the art of speaking, sz expressly as a 
supplement to Lily's grammar. He laid claim to the support both of 
Aristotle and of Francis Bacon, but his allegedly rational explanations 
of some grammatical facts are mostly either unoriginal or absurdly 
fanciful .. 

The effects on linguistic studies brought about by the rise of human
ism, nationalism, and secular government, along with the overseas 
expansion of Europe, have been noticed. The Renaissance period was 
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also the first age of printing in Europe (independently China had in
vented paper in the first century A.D. and block printing in the tenth). 
From then on literacy and the demand for education grew steadily, 
even though universal education was not achieved in Europe before the 
nineteenth century. Knowledge travelled faster and spread more widely. 
The study of foreign languages as well as that of the classical languages 
was immeasurably enlivened by the multiplicity and availability of 
printed texts, grammars, and dictionaries. These same factors made the 
exchange of knowledge and theoretical discussion between scholars in 
different lands much easier and more speedy, and as time went on 
some of the features of the present-day world of learning began to take 
shape. Learned societies, sometimes fostered by national governments, 

· came into being as centres for scholarly debate and scientific research. 
In Britain the Royal Society was founded in I 662 and its early years 
were much concerned with linguistic research; and in France Cardinal 
Richelieu established the Acadtfmie franfaise in I63S to keep permanent 
watch and ward on the literary and linguistic standards of the French 
language. Learned and specialized journals, such as now play so great 
a part in the development of linguistics, and the other branches of 
knowledge, grew up around the societies and institutions, though this 
process was not fully achieved before the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. 

It was seen in earlier chapters how the course of linguistic science in 
antiquity and the Middle Ages was in part determined by its involve
ment in controversies between opposing points of view on questions 
wider in extent than the study of language itself. In the sixteenth, 
seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries the philosophical world was pre
occupied with the debate between empiricists and rationalists, and the 
views held by each group of thinkers produced their effects on the 
treatment of linguistic questions. 

Empiricism had arisen as part of the challenge to the accepted ideas 
of mediaeval scholasticism. The rise of a modern scientific outlook 
ready to confound authority with observed fact and to remodel theory 
to incorporate newly discovered data was famously exemplified in the 

work of.Galileo, Cope~nicus, and.~epler. ~pi~<;!~~ :::"~.£.~ilO.~<?.P~al \) 
standpomt was a particularly Bntlsh contnbutmn; Franc1s Bacon had \! 
stressed the observational origin of all knowledge andthe iiriport~nce \[ 
of induction as opposed . to deduction, and Locke, Be_!}tel~y, .. 1!:!1.~ !1 

~~<': wrote what are now the accepted expositions of this phase of l 
philosophy. p 
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, The centrepiece of e~m was the t~ that all human know-
ledge is 'derived externally from sense impressions and the operations 
of the mind upon them in abstraction and generalization. Its extreme 
form appears in Hume's total rejection of an a priori component of 

......-... ... ....._ -· ·····------ - ·-··-------
knowledge. Opposed to this in rrianyWays·was·the rationalist rosition, __ __, ______ -- ~~-

expou.!fJle_dJ?Y Qescartes and his folloyv~rs. The rationalists sought for 
the-;;rtainty ~f k;,;;;~ledge ~~t l~ the impressions of the senses but in 
the irrefutable truths of human reason. In some respects the Cartesian 
posiiio~ was the more traditional, but both schools of thought agreed 
in their reliance on mathematics and Newtonian science in place of 
scholastic Aristotelianism as the foundation of philosophical reasoning. 

A celebrated aspect of the empiricist-rationalist controversy turned 
on the question of 'innate ideas'. Locke, Berkeley, and Hume denied the 
existenc~ora;;,y-id~~sl~pla~t~d in the human mind prior to experience; 
the Cartesian rationalists regarded certain innate ideas as the basis of 
any certainty in our knowledge; these included the"lifeisof,llil;;i~er and 
figure, and logical and ,math!;!AatiGJ!L~QT!ceptions. T;; s;;me extent the 
t'wo sides we.re ne~~er in fact than in terminology. Experience of the 
world and knowledge are not merely sense impressions, and the part 
played by the rationalist innate ideas corresponds somewhat to that of 
Locke's admitted 'operations of our minds within'." But the two 
schools considered that they differed on a matter of philosophical 
·importance, and that is what is'relevant historically. 

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a number of separate 
but, rdated. movements made their appearance in linguistic research, 
springing f~~rn the intellectual condition of the times: l~tneffi' both 
rationalist and empiricist influences may be seen at work. 

The breakdown of Latin as the international language of learning 
and authority, the emergence of the European vernaculars into full 
recognition, and the new discoveries in the field of languages overseas 
all helped to create the feeling that it was in men's power to improve 
and even to create languages to suit the needs of the age. 

Francis Bacon had deplored the unnecessary controversies caused by 
the inadequacies of existing languages, part of the 'idols of the market 

· place', and envisaged a vast improvement based on the analogy of 
· words with things, not just with one another. In distinguishing the 
; descriptive grammar of a particular language from a philosophical or 

general grammar he seems to have had the ~~ea of consti=ii~!I~z.!!!l_}~~~l 
language fo~- the communication of knowledge from the best parts and 
features of a number of existing languages." The invention of printing 
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made standardized spellings more important, and, in turning attention 
to the relations between writing and pronunciation, aroused interest, 
since then perennial, in the problem of spelling reform. One gets the 
impression of numbers of scholars in England and on the continent 
working, partly in collaboration and partly in rivalry, on various aspects 
of language improvement and language planning. 

The most radical proposal of the age was the invention of a new 
language for the advancement of learning and commerce throughout the 
civilized world. Latin as the erstwhile lingua franca was dead or dying, 
and the extent of the world's linguistic Babel had been revealed; these 
projects of new universal languages were attempts at 'debabelization' 
or a restoration of the situation." At this time people did not so much 
envisage a universal language like modern Esperanto created from the 
material of existing languages; rather, they had the bolder scheme of 
devising a system in which knowledge, thought, and ideas could be 
directly and universally expressed in symbols created for this purpose 
and for which pronunciations could be given. Leibniz (r646-I7r6) 
looked forward to the day when controversies would be" resolved by the 
mere invitation to sit down and calculate by means of a newly devised 
universal symbolization of thoubht, free from vagueness and uncertain
ties ·c;f n·atu~al language. His Specimen calculi universalis anticipates some 
features of modern symbolic logic, though it is based on the Aristotelian 
.syllogism. s6 · 

If such symbol systems were not to be hopelessly clumsy, human 
knowledge must be classified and reduced to an ordered conspectus. 
The inspiration that a universal language of this kind was practicable 
sprang from a number ;;rsources:· great ·faith in the power of human 
rationality, the classifications of the now rapidly expanding empirical 
sciences, the appreciation of the power of mathematical symbolism 
(Arabic numerals as written symbols with a pronunciation appeared in 
some projected languages"), and a misunderstanding of the nature of 
Chinese character writing, which had been knO\vn in Europe since the 
end of the sixteenth century. 

Mathematics is a genuinely language-free mode of symbolization, \ 
though it has not got the semantic range or expressive power of a 1 
natural language (to speak of the 'language of mathematics' or 'mathe- l 
matical language' is to use a metaphor, and the analogy should not be 
pressed too far). Chinese characters were at the time thought to be the 
direct representation of 'ideas' (ideograph is still a popular term for a · 
Chinese character). This is not so; the written language of Chinese 

" 
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literature can be read and understood by educated speakers of mutually 
unintelligible varieties of spoken Chinese, but for all that it is a language 
like other languages, belonging to and evolved by a particular speech 
community or set of speech communities, and its characters represent 
morphemes, which can be given pronunciations, though different ones 
in different dialect areas. This written language has grammatical classes 
and grammatical rules as any other written language does, and cannot 
be understood or translated, except for very short and transparently 
obvious sentences, without a knowledge of the grammar. This was not 
grasped by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe; the real study 
of the Chinese type of language began only later in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 

In the seventeenth century various people devised universal languages 
or 'real characters' as they were sometimes called. In France !VI. 
Mersenne, probably influenced by Descartes, suggested the creation of 
the best of all possible languages by which all men's thoughts could be 
put into the same words with brevity and clarity; anticipating Jespersen 
he recognized the rather general phonaesthetic associations of [i]-Iike 
vowels with thinnesss and littleness.sS In England similar projects were 
advanced by such men as George Dalgarno, and Bishop John Wilkins, 
to whom l\1ersenne's work was known, and of these Wilkins's Essay 

~~·---towards a real character and a philosophical language is the most famous. 59 
I . - . i It was published with the support of· the. recently founded Royal 
' Society, and is mentioned by Roget as one of the main inspirations of 

his Thesaurus nearly. two hundred years later. 6o 

ll Wilkins's project was nothing less than the creation of systematically 
, l worked out and universally applicable principles of a language, written 
\ i and spoken, for communication between members of all nations of 
} ) the world. The Essay, which runs to 454 pages, after criticizing the 
' shortcomings of existing natural languages sets out what purports 

to be a complete schematization of human knowledge, including 
abstract relations, actions, processes, and logical concepts, natural 
genera and species of things animate and inanimate, and the physical 
and institntionalized relations between human beings in the family and 
in society. 

All these classes and their subdivisions, and the various semantic 
relations and modifications involved with them are represented by 
written shapes, built into semantically self-sufficient and perspicuous 
'real characters', each standing for an ideal word, translatable into or 
from the words of a natural language. A simple example may be given: 
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:> 
'father' is represented by the character ~·which consists of the r. 
basic sign -3--, for the genus 'economical' (interpersonal) relation, '1 

to which are added a right oblique line on the left, indicating the f 
first subdivision, in the case of economical relations that of con-\ 
sanguinity, an upright line on the right indicating the second subdivi-! 
sian, in the case of consanguinity marking the relation of direct i 
ascending, and a semi-circle above the middle of the character, in- · .. 
dicating male. Should the character be used metaphorically, this can ' 
be specified by the addition of a short vertical line over the left end of 

I :l 
the character:~· 

In order to provide a spoken form corresponding to each such 
character, Wilkins set out a system of universal phonetics, or of' letters' 
standing for the major categories of articulation such as were said to be 
found in the known languages of the world. Each component of a 
character had its own syllable or single letter assigned to it, from which 
an equally perspicuous spoken word form could be built up. Thus in 
the spoken word for the character 'father', Co stands for economical 
relation, b and a for the two subdivisions, consanguinity and direct 
ascendant, respectively, giving Coba, parent, and the further addition 
of ra for male gives Cobara (probably [kobara]), father. 

A universal grammar was proposed, consisting of word classes valid 
· for alCcomi:iiuiiic:itive·neeas. Sy!liactic rules were to be kept·to a mini· 

mum, and the class membership and grammatic~! relations of words 
were to be indicated graphically by special signs affixed to or inter
posed between the characters, and phonetically by additions and 
modifications to the pronounced words. 

In a final chapter Wilkins compared his 'philosophical language' with 
Latin as the nearest existing approach to a universal language, and the 
'real character' aspect of it with Chinese character writing. He con~. •, 
demned t~~ _u1111~c~:;ary lex!c~.E~-4\IP..d.ancy, gramm~tical co1llpleiity, I 
an:a-tlieirregularities of Latin, as contrasted with his own proposed , 
language, and the 'formal complications of Chinese characters and their 1 

lack of semantic analysability and perspicuity, though he approved of 
the tendency to group characters for semantically related concepts 
under the same radical (p. 105, above).6 1 

The efforts of men like Wilkins show how far linguistic theory and 
linguistic thought had moved since the Middle Ages. They also show 
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a deep and subtle penetration into the way languages must in fact be 
naturally organized in order to fulfil the tasks successfully imposed on 
them. Nothing practical came of these suggestions for artificially con
structed universal languages, and it is easy to perceive the naivety of 
Wilkins's attempts at the componential analysis and classification of all 
human knowledge and experience. But the current work of some gene
rative grammarians in attempting to formalize the intuitive knowledge 
that native speakers have of the correct use of their language and the 
semantic interpretation of the words in it seems to proceed on somewhat 
similar lines, and has been described as an effort directed towards the 
'atomization' of meaning. 62 The successful employment and under
standing of the lexical resources of our native language is something 
that is performatively given to us while we are yet children, but the full 
explication of it seems still to be hidden from the wisest. 

The notion of a universal thought structure possessed by mankind, 
or at least by all civilized mankind, basically in_dependent of any par
ticular language and therefore expressible in auniversal language, was 
a-coii.ceptlon perhaps natural to the rationalists. Similar attitudes to- . 
wards the grammar of actual languages are found in the work of the 
rationalist Port Royal _grammarians (p. 123, below), and repeat in a 

\ 

different fo~;n the 'oJd~r ;;~iversalism of the.s~ho!£l.s1ic..~l?~c_ulative gram
marians. The interdependence of thought and language and the signifi
c~nce of linguistic as well as of cultural relativity were more. readily 

1 appreciated in the climate of the later Romantic era. . 
Apart from the advancement of knowledge, the avoidance of sterile 

controversies, and the ease of communication between men of educa
tion in all lands, other considerations were in men's minds when they 
pondered the creation of universal languages: the facilitation of trade, 
the unity of the Protestant churches, and the science of cryptography. 
The possession of a new 'real character' serving Protestantism as 
Latin had once served the formerly universal Roman Church may hav.e 
been only a minor factor; its extent is a matter for debate. During the 
English Civil War the codes and cyphers of each side attracted atten
tion to certain structural features and frequencies of occurrence in the 
English language, and in 1641 Wilkins had written a work on secret 
communication. 6J 

The cryptography of the time was intimately associated with another 
application of linguistics that flourished in England from the reign of 
Elizabeth I, the devising of systems of shorthand or 'characterie' as they 
were then called. Stenographic methods had been in use in ancient 
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Rome, but like much else they appear to have been lost during the 
mediaeval period. 

Modern shorthand, depending both on the use of phonetic symbols 
and on representations of particular words or word roots by specific 
outlines, may be traced back to British work in the sixteenth century. 
The name most associated with this is Timothy Bright, who worked out 
systems of shorthand employing both individual letter signs and charac
ter-like signs for words standing for classes of objects. Interest in short
hand and universal languages went together, and the same motives 
were adduced. Bright referred to the alleged ideographic nature of 
Chinese characters, independent of any particular language, and com
mended his system .of 'characterie' as both a universal means of written 
communication and a device for preserving secrecy. 64-

In one respect Bright exploited a process very like that applied at one 
stage by the Japanese in their adaptation .of the Chinese character script 
(p. ro8, above). Grammatical additions ·or alterations to basic word 
forms, such as plurality in nouns, past tense in verbs, and comparison 
in adjectives, were indicated by marks, or 'pricks', on the right or left 
of the word sign itself. Some other grammatical forms were indicated 
by the use of a word sign to represent a homographic and homophonic 
morpheme, and by extension other semantically and grammatically 
related morphemes as well. Thus friendship was to be written with the 
ship sign below the friend sign, but below the neighbour sign this same 
ship sign. stood for the -hood of neighbourhood. 

One aspect of English empiricism in linguistic studies during the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the beginning of systematic 
phonetic description of the sounds of the English language, and of the 
formal analysis of English grammar, now that men felt free to challenge 
and modify the grammatical model enshrined in Priscian and Donatus. 

Phonetic studies began seriously in England in the attention turned 
on spelling and its relation to pronunciation through the invention of 
printing and the diffusion of literacy, as on the continent. From the 
sixteenth to the eighteenth century work was carried on around pho
netic questions under the titles of orthography and orthoepy (the term 
phonetics is first recorded in the nineteenth century); but the research 
was on what today would be called phonetics and phonology, and the 
empirical attitude in British philosophy from Francis Bacon to David 
Hume, as well as the nature of English spelling, fostered a tradition 
that has been given the title of 'the English school of phonetics'. 6s 
J. Hart, W. Bullokar, A. Hume, R. Robinson, C. Butler, J. Wallis, and 
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W. Holder66 are among those who wrote on English pronunciation in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in some cases as part of a full

. scale grammar of English. The formative influences of the times are 
shown by the fact that Wallis, besides his work on English, held the 
chair of geometry at Oxford University and was also a natural scientist. 
It is interesting to see, in addition to questions of spelling, modern 
objectives already in close association with phonetic studies, such as 
English language teaching for foreigners, teaching speech to the deaf, 
and the cultivation of standard English or 'the King's language'. 6' 

The work of these orthographers and orthoepists has been much used 
in the reconstruction of the English pronunciation characteristics of 
their times6B; in the history of linguistics their importance lies rather 
in the stage they had reached in phonetic theory and practice, and in 
the work they bequeathed to their better known nineteenth-century 
successors. 

Among them W. Holder was perhaps the most successful. After 
some delay due to jealousy on the part of rivals such as Wallis, Holder's 
Elements of speech was published in I 669 by the Royal Society, of which 
he was a member. Holder was an observational phonetician and he 
achieved remarkable succinctness and accuracy in describing the arti
culation of speech sounds. He set down a general thedry of pronuncia
tion, referring consonantal differences to differences. of..' appulse' be-
· tween· one organ and another, total in the case of stops and partial in 
fricatives and continuants;. he referred vocalic differences to different 
degrees of aperture, with the further. distinctions of front and back 
tongue raising and of lip rounding. 69 His conception of speech as 
'determined by the alternation of appulse and aperture' has a very 
modern ring. 

Holder came nearer than any other western scholar, before contact 
was mad~ with Indian phonetic work, to a correct articulatory diagnosis 
of the voice-voiceless distinction in consonants. His correct insight 
escaped the attention of his contemporaries and was left unremarked 
for over a century. He wrote, using 'voice' in its modern technical 
sense: 'The larynx both gives passage to the breath, and also, as often 
as we please, by the force of muscles, to bear the sides of the larynx stiff 
and near together, as the breath passeth through the rimula, makes a 
vibration of those cartilaginous bodies which forms that breath into a 
vocal sound o.r voice.' The excellence of his phonetic theory and the 
conciseness of his expression are shown in his summary statement on 
the nature of English vowels: 'The vowels are made by a free passage 



THE RENAISSANCE AND AFTER 119 

of breath vocalized through the cavity of the mouth, without any 
appulse of the organs; the said cavity's being differently shaped by the 
postures of the throat, tongue and lips .... Vowels ... being differ
enced by the shape of the cavity of the mouth'. 10 

In the next century A. Tucker noted the prevalence of[~] in English 
as a hesitation form and in the 'weak forms' of words unstressed in 
connected speech, forms almost wholly unmarked in orthographic 
writing.11 

Problems of spelling in relation to pronunciation were the occasion 
for the invention of new typographical symbols for particular sorts of 
sound, and several of the phonetic symbols used today in the Inter
national Phonetic Alphabet were first suggested or invented during this 
period. Some writers went beyond English to suggest international 
alphabets, such work being often linked with systems of shorthand. 
F. Lodwick published an Essay towards a universal alphabet in the 
Philosophical transactions ·of the Royal Society in 1686, co.nsisting of 
invented symbols systematically corresponding to articulatory differ
ences; and Wilkins included in his Essay a sound chart which can be 
compared with early editions of the International Phonetic Alp hal: et, 
and an 'organic alphabet' with pictures of the articulation of eight 
vowels and twenty-six consonants, representing general phonetic cate
goric~, in whic(l were shown the positions of the lips and, by a cut-away 
section, the positio-ns of the tongue as well. 12 · 

The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries also saw the reworking of 
English grammar. Men started with the framework handed down from 
the late Latin grammarians and suggested by Aelfric as suitable for 
Old English as well as for Latin (pp. 70-I, abo-ve); but the intellectual 
climate of the post-Renaissance world, a love of their own language, 
and English empiricist attitudes all encouraged them to test the cate
gories against observation, and we can observe the different degrees to 
which this testing and reappraisal took place in the allocation of words 
to word classes or parts of speech. 

English grammarians of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eight
eenth centuries usually started from the Latin system of the eight Pris
cianic classes enshrined in Lily's grammar, in that they either followed 
it or felt the need to express and justify their disagreements with it. 
Some, for example Bullokar, 73 set up the Latin system and assigned 
English words to each class. The English articles, a(n) and the, having 
no Latin counterpart were not given the status of a part of speech, but 
merely referred to as notes or signs set before nouns to identify them 
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as nouns. Others treated the articles as a subclass of nouns adjective, 74 

and Ben Janson assigned them to a class of their own. 75 

A rearrangement of the Latin system in which the influence of Ramus 
may be seen is found in those grammarians such as A. Gill, who made 
number inflexion versus its absence a major binary distinction, setting 
off nouns and verbs from the rest, which he designated dicliones con
significativae in reference to their principal functions in subordinate 
relations with nouns and verbs, a distinction also made by the ancient 
grammarians (pp. z6, 37, above). 76 Butler linked nouns and verbs more 
closely in his system by regarding them both as having number and 
case inflexion; nominal case is illustrated by Sttch forms as man and 
man's, and past tense and past participle inflexions (loved, fallen) are 
designated as oblique cases of the verb," the present tense form being 
the 'rect'.n This usage harks back.to that of Aristotle. 

Some other grammarians were influenced by Port Royal theories 
(p. i24, below) to divide the eight Latin classes according as they were 
held to denote objects of thought (noun, pronoun, participle, preposi
tion, adverb (and article)), or manners of thought (verb, conjunction, 
interjection). This was applied to English by the writer (or writers) of 
a grammar attributed to J. Brightland,78 though the systematization 
is not very clearly worked out. 

More radically, Wilkins and C. Cooper distinguished two main 
classes, on semantic grounds, integrals and particles; Wilkins intended 
his system to be of universal applicability. Integrals were said to have 
a definite meaning of their own, while particles only consignify, relating 
or modifying the meanings of the integrals. Nouns and verbs are inte
grals; in Wilkins's systematization, which is more explicit and worked 
out as part of his philosophical grammar, 79 verbs are not given a separate 
class, but are regarded as nouns adjective (active, passive or neutral 
(intransitive)) always in association with or containing in their own 
form a copula (e.g. lives=is living; hits=is hitting). This analysis is 
similar to that of the Port Royal grammarians. Derived adverbs (from 
nouns adjective, like badly) are also integrals. The particle class is divi
ded into essential (the copula verb, to be) and occasional; this latter 
group includes pronouns, articles, prepositions, non-derived adverbs, 
and conjunctions, and also modes and tenses (can, may, zvill, etc.). 
This treatment of the verbal auxiliaries, which Cooper follows for 
English, though inexplicitly, so bears some analogy with some analyses 
of English verbs current today. 

The Latin· tradition is seen in the retention of the adjective within 
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the noun class, though formally this has less to commend it in English 
than in Latin, and in the preoccupation of most of the grammarians 
with the participle, treated either (purely traditionally) as a class in its 
own right, or as a noun adjective having particular derivational associa
tions with the verb. 

Perhaps because Wilkins was framing a system of universal or philo
sophical grammar, applicable to English but not based simply on 
English, he was the most radical in revising the Priscianic-Lilyan 
tradition. Certainly he went further than his closest follower among 
grammarians of the English language, Cooper. The great interest in the 
work of the quite considerable number of writers on English grammar 
during this period is to be found in the attempts they were making to 
test the traditionally accepted framework of grammatical description 
and teaching against their actual observations of the forms and struc
tures of the language, even though by later standards they do not appear 
to have moved so very far. 81 

Grammars of English have continued to be written from this period : 
up to the present day, gradually remodelling tradition in the interests 
of formal correspondence with the actual patterns and paradigms of 
English. Two early nineteenth-century grammars are well known, by 
Lindley Murray and by William Cobbett. Though they are similar in 

' theory and presentation, their social settings are interestingly dissimilar I 

and reflect the different contexts in ·which English grammar has been· 
and is taught and studied. 

Murray was ari American citizen who settled in ·England after the 
War of Independence. Established near York, he wrote his celebrated 
English grammar, primarily with the needs of young students·in mind. 
First published in 1795, it achieved very wide acceptance and ran into 
numerous reprintings during the first half of the nineteenth century. 
Somewhat conservative in theory, it may be taken as an example of a 
successful teaching grammar of English during this period. It is divided 
into four parts: Orthography, with an account of the various pronun
ciation values of the letters of the English alphabet, 'Etymology' (i.e, 
morphology, the parts of speech, their forms and inflexions), Syntax, 
and Prosody and punctuation. Prosody is divided into the rules of 
versification and the description of those features such as length, stress, 
pause, and intonation ('tone'), to whiCh the term 'prosody' had been 
applied in antiquity (p. 38, above) in a manner in several ways 
anticipatory of its use by Firthians (p. zr8, below). 

In his grammar Murray considered that three cases should be 
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recognized in English nouns: nominative, genitive, and objective or ac
cusative. Bz He argued this on the analogy of Latin, wherein despite the 
sameness of form between nominative and accusative in many nouns 
the cases were separately recognized. His argument is hardly valid 
formally, because the distinction of the cases is primarily set up on the 
basis of those nouns wherein different constructions do require distinct 
inflexional forms. One does see in Murray the 'modern traditional' set 
of word classes for English: article, noun, adjective, pronoun, verb, 
adverb, preposition, conjunction, and interjection, with no suggestion 
of merging the adjective with the noun or of treating the participle as a 
separate word class. 

Murray's style is dear and systematic, if rather unexciting and 
unoriginal. His concern for the general well-being of his young readers 
appears throughout his book. In the preface and in a final 'address to 
young students' he declares his wish to 'promote the cause of virtue 
as well as of learning'' .and the exam pies chosen display a gentle piety: 
I will respect him, though he chide me; Duty and interest forbid vicious 
indulgences; Idleness produces want, vice, and misery.B> Quite apart from 
differences of theory, his choice of examples puts him and his work in 
a very different context from that of some modern writers who have 
favoured examples like I'm going to get one for Bert, and All the people 
in the lab consider John a fool. 8• Neither the one nor the other style is 
·necessarily the better field for· the exemplification of a grammatical 
description or a linguistic theory. . 

The repute of Murray's grammar· may be seen in the prudence of 
Mrs. Jarley, the waxworks proprietor in Dickens's Old Curiosity Shop, 
when her audience was to comprise young ladies from select boarding 
schools, in 'altering the face and costume of Mr. Grimaldi as clown to 
represent Mr. Lindley Murray as he appeared when engaged in the 
composition of his English grammar'. 

Though the theoretical framework and the categories employed are 
very similar, the contemporary, less well-known, Grammar of the English 
language by Cobbett, the radical politician (London, r8r9), was con
ceived in quite a different setting. Written in the form of a series of 
letters to his son James, it was 'intended .•• more especially for the 
use of soldiers, sailors, apprentices, and plough boys'. A later edition 
includes 'six lessons intended to prevent statesmen from using false 
grammar, and from writing in an awkward manner', and contains a 
dedication to Queen Caroline in which with radical eloquence Cobbett 
presses the case for the literary education of the 'labouring classes': 
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'The nobles and the hierarchy have long had the arrogance to style 
themselves the pillars that support the throne. But, as your Majesty 
has now clearly ascertained, Royalty· has, in the hour of need, no 
efficient supporters but the people'. 

In doctrine so alike, in style so different, these two English grammars 
embody two themes that had been prominent in the teaching of 
English ever since the Renaissance had ushered in an epoch of social 
mobility in English society: the careful maintenance of the linguistic 
standards appropriate to superior social status, and the acquisition of 
such standards as a vital step in any social advancement. 
/Just as empirical attitudes fostered descriptive phonetics and the 
grammatical independence of different languages, so did the rationalist 

_,..__, -···----
movement make itself felt in the production of philosophical gram-
mars, especially those associated with the French Port Royal schools. 
These religious and educational foundations were set up in 1637, and 
disbanded in r66r owing to political and religious strife;ss but their 
influence was longer lasting in educational ideas, and their work in 
grammar can be seen continuing in the grammaires raisonnees and 
'general grammars' of the eighteenth century. The Port Royal grammar 
\Yas reprinted as late as r83o. 86 

The rationalist grammars were in several ways the successors of the 
mediaeval scholastic grammars. Though the educational system of Port 
Royal included. sound· classical instruction, one or two. of its· members 
declared a prejudice against the pagan literature of classical antiquity. 
Port Royal numbered amohg its company writers on logic, and in their. 
grammar the influence of logic on linguistics was strongest. They were 
writers of universal grammars, not in the same sense as either the uni
versal language planners or the mediaeval grammarians. Unlike the 
language planners they were not inventing new systems of com
munication but expounding a general theory of grammar through the 
medium of such languages as Latin and French. Unlike the scholas
tics they asserted the claims of human reason above authority and 
they made Descartes rather than Aristotle the basis of their teaching. 
They did not seek a philosophical universalist explanation of all the 
details of Priscian's Latin grammar, ignoring other languages, but 
they did attempt to reveal the unity of grammar underlying the 
separate grammars of different languages in their role of com
municating thought, itself comprising perception, judgment, and 
reasoning. 

On the basis of this general grammar Port Royal scholars took the 
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nine classical word classes, noun, article, pronoun, participle, preposi
tion, adverb, verb, conjunction, and interjection, but redivided them 
semantically, the first six relating to 'the objects' of our thought and the 
last three to the 'form or manner' of our thought. The basic noun
verb dichotomy survived, but the repartition of the other classes around 
it was a different one. There was no attempt to follow the grammar of 
Donatus and Priscian as they had set it out, but a good deal of the 
tradition of Latin grammar was thought to underlie all languages and 
to find expression in various ways. Thus the six cases of Latin are, at 
least operationally, assumed in other languages, 87 though some of them 
were expressed by prepositions and word order in the 'vulgar langu
ages' (i.e. modern European languages; the term is not pejorative); and 
Greek was said to have an ablative case always alike in form to the 
dative. This last statement is misleading; the translation equivalence of 
the Latin ablative·is divided between the Greek dative and the Greek 
genitive. Collectively cases and prepositions were intended to express 
relations, 88 but the two categories were kept theoretically distinct des
pite their common exponence in the 'vulgar languages', and the purely 
case-like usage of French de and a was contrasted with their genuinely 
prepositional functions, as had been done in earlier comparative studies 
of the classical and modern Romance languages (p. ror, above). 

Despite some similarities with the modistae and a like stress on the 
universal necessary features of all languages beirig variously manifested, 
there are striking differences in attitude. The universalist foundation 
envisaged by Port Royal was human reason and thought. The elaborate 
interrelations of the modi essendi of the external world and the modi 
intelligendi by which they were perceived and interpreted in the mind 
have no place in the Port Royal system, and the somewhat modistic 
explanation of the essential difference between noun and verb given by 
J. C. Scaliger, based on the categories of permanence and transience, 
was expressly criticized as both irrelevant and inadequate.89 

Structural interpretations of the functions of certain classes of word 
may be noticed. Adverbs are no more than an abbreviation of a pre
positional phrase (sapienter, wisely, = cum sapientia, with wisdom). 
Verbs are properly words that 'signify affirmation' and, in other moods, 
desire, command, etc. •• This returns the Port Royal grammarians to 
an analysis suggested by Aristotle •• of all verbs other than the copula, 
to be, as logically and grammatically equivalent to this verb phis a 
participle, making Peter lives (Peter is living) structurally analogous 
with Peter is a man; the categories of intransitive and transitive (and 
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active and passive) are said properly to belong not to the words com
monly called verbs but just to the 'adjectival' element in them. 92• 

This analysis, it should be noted, is not an alleged historical explana
tion, nor is it a surface description of verbal morphology, as Bopp was 
later to try to make it; it was the positing, in modern terms, at a deeper 
structural level, of elements that in actual sentences were represented 
conjointly with other elements. 93 The Port Royal grammarians might 
have claimed support from our wider knowledge today of languages in 
which virtually any root can be nominalized or verbalized by an appro
priate affix, so that the distinction maintained in the surface grammar 
of European languages, at least, between Peter is a man and Peter lives 
disappears. •• 

The downgrading or subordinating function of relative pronouns 
(Latin and French qui, etc., English who, which, etc.) is described in 
terms on which transformationalists lay stress as an anticipation of their 
own theories. A single proposition the i'nvisi'ble God has created the 
visible world is related to the more explicit form God, who is i'nvisible, 
has created the world, which is visible, and, in a still more elementary 
representation, is said to unite the three propositions or judgments 
(underlying sentences), God is invisible, God created the world, and the 
world is visible, by including ('embedding' in modern usage) the first 
and the third in the 'principal and essential' second proposition as the 
riiatrix.9s However, the Port Royal grammarians .seem to have worked 
in other than purely formal terms, because the proposition the valour of 

· Achilles 'has been the cause of the taking of Troy is said; unlike the other 
proposition, to be a simple one, no more than one judgment or affirma
tion. It is hard to follow this reasoning, as in transformational terms 
this latter sentence would be treated very similarly to the other. 

The Port Royal grammarians made a genuine attempt to write a 
general grammar. Drawing examples from Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and 
modern European languages, they sought to refer them to alleged uni
versal characteristics of language, underlying them. A wider knowledge 
of non-European languages does not appear to have interested them, or 
they might have revised their classical framework more radically. They 
envisaged general grammar as underlying the actual make-up of all 
languages, rather than as particularly exemplified in any one; but as 
scholarly patriots they took pride in the perspicuity, elegance, and 
.beauty that they saw in the French language,•6 a testimony to the. 
change in men's attitude to the European vernaculars wrought by the 
Renaissance. 

.. 
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Once the diversity of languages was properly accepted, and vernacu
lars were recognized as equally worthy of study and cultivation with the 
classical languages, linguistic scholars had to face the question of 
language universals. The ancient world had almost ignored the prob
lem, being only interested in Greek and Latin; the scholastics had in 
practice assumed that Latin as described and analysed by Priscian in 
fact represented the universal infrastructure of all languages; after the 
Renaissance, the empiricists stressed the individual variations of par
ticular languages and the need to adjust categories and classes in the 
light of observation, while the rationalists still looked for what was 
common to all languages below surface differences. The whole question 
is still very much alive. Hjelmslev in his early Principes de grammaire 
gemlrale demanded a universal etat abstrait comprising the possibilities 
available to languages and differently realized in the t!tats concrets of each 
particular one; failing this, linguistic theory would lapse into' nihilism'. 97. 

The descriptivists of what is now called the 'Bloomfieldian' epoch re
duced the assumption of universals to a minimum and made the 
description of the observed forms paramount,. by means of .ad hoc 
categories and . classes devised for each language independently and 
having little in common between different languages; Bloomfield de
clared that 'the only useful generalizations about language are inductive 
generalizations' ,98 Likewise, Firthians spoke of general theory, but 
remained very cautious of general categories or universal grammar. •• 
More recently Chomsky and the transformationalists have reasserted, 
in terms strikingly similar to those both of the rationalist philosophical 
grammarians and of Hjelmslev in 1928, the importance of language 
universals, suggesting that in the deeper levels of linguistic structure 
languages will be found to .share aspects of form that are a common 
human possession realized differently at the surface in different langu
ages; indeed they claim that without this conception linguistics is 
doomed to confinement within a narrow empiricism and relative lack of 
significance. ' 0 o In linguistics as in other realms of thought the old 
problems continue to present themselves, though in different ways to 
different generations. 

The author of a later general grammar, Beauzee, expresses an attitude 
. similar to that of the Port Royal scholars; grammar has two sorts of 
principles, those of universal validity arising from the nature of human 

·thought, and those resulting from the arbitrary and mutable conventions 
that constitute the grammars of particular languages. The former, 
which are the objects of general grammar, are logically anterior to any 
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given language and concern the very possibility and necessary conditions 
of the existence of any language. tot 

Though Beauzee's doctrine is in agreement with Port Royal, his 
grammatical system is somewhat different in its organization, and des
pite tributes to Descartes and Arnauld (a major Port Royal grammarian) 
in his preface, there are some explicit criticisms of certain Port Royal 
statements in the text. Beauzee's word classes are more modern in that 
the adjective is taken as a quite separate class, and the specific Port 
Royal bipartition of the classes is not mentioned. As in any general 
grammar, the classes must be defined in terms applicable to any 
language, and appeal is made to general semantic notions. Typical is 
the distinction between noun and pronoun on the one hand and verb 
and adjective on the other: nouns. and pronouns express individual 
things, persons, and abstractions; adjectives and verbs express. the 
qualities, states, and relations with which they are associated. 1 oz In some 
~espects Beauzie, though a· universalist, is less rigid. No attempt is 
made by him to impose a single system of cases on all languages, and 
the Port Royal scholars are reproved for insisting on their six cases in 
Greek in defiance of the forms actually observable in Greek nominal 
inflexions. 1 0 ' 

Even a brief survey shows how much more varied were the lines 
taken by linguistic science after the Renaissance. All the main intellec-

. tual, social, and political developments that were to bring into being 
the modern age of history and mark it off from the preceding Middle 
Ages, as well as those that linked it more securely to the world of classi
cal antiquity, made their impact on the study of language and of 
languages. From the sixteenth century the philosophical debate between 
empiricist and rationalist tended to polarize attitudes to language, 
although certain developments are seen to have drawn inspiration from 
both currents. 

During the period, and to some extent even in the later years of the 
Middle Ages, ways of thought about I anguage began to emerge on 
topics which had either not been considered before or, if they had been, 
had fallen into terms that could not lead to any very useful conclusions. 
This has already been noticed in the beginnings of the historical 
linguistics of the Romance languages (pp. roa-r, above). Towards the 
end of the eighteenth century the historical approach to languages 
deepened and· was enriched by new insights. Historical study w as 
linked with typological comparison, and both found new and sig
nificant material in the languages then known to scholarship and 
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in specially collected vocabularies and texts from previously unstudied 
fields. 

From the end of the century the linguistic situation was quite trans
formed by one of the most important events in the history of linguistics, 
the full discovery of the language and scholarship of ancient Sanskritic 
India. But as the effects of this belong to the nineteenth and the 
twentieth centuries, it will be well to deal with them in subsequent 
chapters. 
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Six 

The eve of modern times 

Both in general history and in the history of particular subjects the 
Renaissance is justifiably regarded as the beginning of the modern age.
But the early nineteenth century saw a yet sharper turn towards the 
world to which we are now accustomed. Even in spite of the rapid 
changes during the present century, it requires less effort of the his
torical imagination to study the life and work of nineteenth-century 
people through their own lives and in their own context. Among the 
modern nation states of Europe, Germany and Italy achieved their 

·independent existence during this century, and the patterns of industrial 
civilization spread over and transformed the predominantly agricultural 
life that had characterized Europe since antiquity. 

Intellectually, too, the nineteenth century saw the emergence of 
modern conditions. New universities were founded in Europe and 
America, and the interplay of European and American scholarship, 
now so vital a force in education, only began seriously in this century. 
Popular education spread ever wider and the goal of universal literacy 
was for the first time made a practical proposition for governments. 
Learned societies and periodicals associated with them had already 
made their appearance, but many of those best known today in univer
sity libraries began publication in the nineteenth century, and improved 

, communications made the exchange of articles and the systematic 
reviewing of books the dominant feature of academic life to which we 
are now accustomed. 

In linguistics many of the scholars whose work was done in the nine
teenth century are known to students well before they consciously 
delve into the history of the subject. Grimm, Whitney, Meyer-Liibke, 
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Max Muller, Brugmann, and Sweet are just a few examples of nine
teenth-century scholars who were partly responsible for shaping their 
branches of linguistics in the broad patterns still taught in present-day 
textbooks. 

If any single year can, albeit artificially, be taken to mark the start of 
the contemporary world of linguistic science, it is the year 1786, just 
over a decade before the turn of the century. 1786 has been declared 
by a contemporary scholar to have initiated the first of the four really 
significant 'breakthroughs' in the modern development of linguistics 
up to the present day. In this year, as is now well known, Sir William 
Jones of the East India Company read his famous paper to the Royal 
Asiatic Society in Calcutta, wherein he established beyond doubt the 
historical kinship of Sanskrit, the classical language of India, with 
Latin, Greek, and the Germanic languages. 

Jones's statement, though quoted in so many books already, should 
be set out here, because its effects in the circumstances of the time were 

-so profound and far-reaching: 'The Sanskrit language, whatever may 
be its antiquity, is of a wonderful structure; more perfect than the Greek, 
more copious than the Latin, and more exquisitely refined than either; 
yet bearing to both of them a stronger affinity, both in the roots of 
verbs and in the forms of grammar, than could possibly have been pro
duced by accident; so strong that no philologer could examin;, the 
Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin, without believing them to have sprung from
some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists. There is a 
similar reason, though not quite· so forcible, for supposing that both the 
Gothic and the Celtic had the same origin with the Sanskrit.'' 

What is vital about this event is not that it marked an absolute 
beginning to historical linguistics. Historical questions had been 
tackled before, and with some individual successes and insights; indeed, 
a special relationship between Sanskrit and some European languages, 
ancient and modern, had been surmised before Sir William Jones. 
But hitherto observations in these areas of linguistics had been in the 
main isolated and fragmentary. Historical significance characterizes 
events that can be seen to be linked in an enduring causal chain, where
by later participants start from the positions taken up by their pre
decessors. Such a state of affairs is observed in the development of 
grammatical theory and grammatical analysis in ancient Greece, and 
-the same features dominate the course of historical linguistics during 
the century following Jones's statement, during which it constituted the 
major branch of linguistic studies. 

l 
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The progress of comparative and historical linguistics must be traced 
in its most significant theoretical aspects during the nineteenth century; 
but the results of the introduction of serious Sanskrit study into 
Europe, which followed the demonstration of its historical relationships, 
were not confined to historical linguistics. Modern descriptive linguis
tics shows no less the effects of contact with ancient India, even though 
in this case the full realization took place much less immediately. 

Roman Catholic missionaries had opened up the field of Indian 
languages in earlier centuries (p. 104, above). The first known reference 
to Sanskrit came at the end of the sixteenth century, when the Italian 
Filippo Sassetti wrote home from India reporting admiringly of the 
lingua Sanscruta, and pointing out a number of resemblances be1ween 
Sanskrit and Italian words. Subsequently likenesses were noticed be
tween Sanskrit and some European languages by the German B. 
Schulze and the Frenchman Pere Cceurdoux 2 ; but little came of these 
observations. 

Jones's discovery was not only of a more profound nature than 
previous pronouncements on Sanskrit by Europeans, .but it came pro
pitiously on the eve of an awakening interest in Near Eastern and 
Indian studies on the part of European scholars. The Napoleonic wars 
were partly responsible, and during his supremacy Napoleon deliber-

. I ately encouraged French archaeological work in Egypt and the Near 
East, inaugurating a Icing association· of French· scholarship with the 
non-European languages of the Mediterranean. 

L 

·The German scholar F. von Schlegel was initiated into Sanskrit 
studies while he was in Paris in 1803; his brother A. W. von Schlegel, 
who in 1819 became Professor of Sanskrit in the University of Bonn 
(founded in 1818), wrote: 'I would count myself fortunate if I could 
do something towards establishing Sanskrit studies in Germany.'' 
With governmental support he achieved his object. In the expansion of 
university education in Prussia after the wars chairs of Sanskrit and of 
historical linguistics were set up and appointments made to them under 
the influence of Wilhelm von Humboldt, who served for a time as 
minister for public instruction in the Kingdom of Prussia. 

The first Sanskrit grammar in English was published early in the 
nineteenth century, and from 18oo translations were made into 
European languages of the classical Sanskrit literature of India. 

The linguistic study of Sanskrit by Europeans had a twofold effect; 
the comparison of Sanskrit with languages of Europe formed the first 
stage in the systematic growth of comparative and historical linguistics, 
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and, additionally, in Sanskrit writings Europeans now came into contact 
with the independently developed tradition of linguistic scholarship in 
India, whose merits were acknowledged at once and whose influence on 
se~ral branches of European linguistics was deep and lasting. 

,__/ Lin~jsti~_§_jn !11<El! goes back further than in western Europe, and 
hasbeen maintained by a continuity of native scholarship ever since. 
It attained its classical period early in its history, and by the time 
Europeans became aware of it, Indian scholars had recognized definite 
schools and distinct doctrines, together with acknowledged texts and 
sources followed by successions of commentaries and exegesis. 

Indian linguistics was not itself historical in orientation, though its 
roots lay in the changes languages 1,1ndergo in the course of time. But the 
topics covered by modern descriptive linguistics: semantics, grammar, 
phonology, and phonetics, were all treated at length in the Indian tradi
tion; and in {lhonetics and in certain aspects of grammar, Indian theory 
and practice was definitely in advance of anything achieved in Europe 
or elsewhere before contact had been made with Indian work. The 
stimulation afforded by Sanskritic linguistic scholarship carried by 
Buddhist monks into China has already been noticed (pp. 106-7, above). 
European scholars realized immediately that they had encountered a 
mass of linguistic literature in India of the greatest importance and 
stemming from an independent source, even though their interpretation 
and fu11 appreciation of it was in part halting and delayed. 

So far as we can tell, the original inspiration for linguistics in India 
was the need that was felt to preser~e certain ritual and religious orally 
transmitted texts coming from the Vedic period (c. rzoo-rooo B.c.), 
the oldest known stage of Sanskrit literature, from the effects of time. 
The preservation without alteration of linguistic material handed dmvn 
through the generations by oral transmission is an artificial process, an 
attempt to halt what is everywhere the natural outcome of linguistic 
continuity. Changes in pronunciation, grammar, and word meanings 
were observed in the rest of the language, and the dialectal divergences 
in the speech of different areas may have made even more apparent the 
special position of the Vedic texts, and, in a manner similar to the con
trasts between Hellenistic Greek and classical literary Greek, made 
necessary an apparatus of phonetic, grammatical, and semantic interpre
tation. 

Such was the stimulus, but the response went far beyond these 
immediate needs; and, as a modern writer observes, 'a scientific 
curiosity, coupled with keen audition and an effective methodology, led 

l 
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to descriptions which must surely have transcended their original terms 
of reference'. • 
I In Greece we have preserved for us the stages through which 
'tmguistic scholarship passed virtually from its beginnings. In ancient 
India most of the linguistic literature that we have, and especially the 
best known piece of linguistic composition, Pal).ini's Sanskrit grammar, 
manifestly came at the end and as the--;;ulmiiiati~n of~long -li~~ of 
previous work of which we have no direct knowledge. Pal).ini's grammar 
is known as the A~tadhyiiyi, or 'Eight books'; it is divided into eight 
main sections. It is not known whether its author wrote it down or put 
it together orally; its date, too, is uncertain, and it has variously been 
assigned to around 6oo B.C. and around 300 B.c. Clearly, however, 
linguistics in India must have been seriously under way well before the 
middle of the first millennium B.C. 

Sanskrit Indian scholarship served as the model for the rest of India._ 
It was the inspiration for the Tolkiippiyam, one of the earliest grammars 
of Tamil, a Dravidian language of central and south India (? second 
century B.c.). · 

Indian scholars covered virtually the whole field of synchronic 
linguistic studies, though their best known representative, Pii!fini, re
stricted his work to the intensive treatment of a limited range. In 
reviewing the Indian achievement as it was when it made its impact 
on European linguistics, it is .legitimate ·to span severai centuries· to
gether and to consider the work of Indian scholarship, divergent in 
time though united by the continuity of scholarly tradition, under three 
principal headings: general linguistic theory and semantics, phonetics 
and phonology, and descriptive grammar. 

General linguistic theory was debated by Indian scholars as it was by 
scholars in the west, though before the end of the eighteenth century 
there was no contact between them. Language was considered against 
the background both of literary studies imd of philosophical enquiry; 
and a number of the topics familiar to western scholarship and almost 
inevitable in a serious examination of language were also familiar to 
Indian linguists from early times. 

Various questions involved in understanding the nature of word and 
sentence meaning were discuss«d from different points of view. Indian 
linguists considered the extent to which meanings could be regarded as 
a natural property of words, or the extent to which: onomatopoeia 
could be taken as the model for describing the relationship between 
word and thing. As in the western nature-convention argument (p. 18, 



138 CHAPTER SIX 

above), men soon realized the very limited part that such a factor can 
play in language, and how much more typical of language is the arbi
trary conventional relation between a form and its meaning. 

Much thought was given to the variability and extensibility of word 
meanji)gs, one of the major characteristics of language, enabling--it to 
f~lfii the unlimited requirements placed on it with its necessarily 
limited resources. Meanings were seen to be learned both from obser
vation of the contexts of situation in which words were actually used in 
sentences and from direct statements by elders and teachers on par
ticular words and their uses. While limits could hardly be set to actual 
usage, collocation often restricted the meaning range of a word by the 
exclusioi) of certain otherwise acceptable meanings of the word in iso
lation. Thus dhenul:z which by itself could mean both 'mare' and 'cow', 
could only be taken as meaning 'cow' in such a collocation as savatsii 
dhenu/:z, cow with calf.• The almost unanswerable question was faced in 
India, as elsewhere, on the extent to which single word forms with 
multiple meanings should be regarded as polysemous words or as a 
number of different but homophonous words. Within this context much 
attention was paid to the relations between what was considered the 
primary meaning of a word, which was said to be understood first, and 
the various meanings arising from its metaphorical use (lak~a!)ii), both 
on everyday discourse and for particular literary effects. 

vVhile these were questions of great literary importance, the Indian 
logicians debated, again as did western logicians; whether words pri
marily denoted particulars, classes, or abstract universals, and how far 
word meanings were positive in identifying an object for what it was or 
negative in distinguishing it from the rest of reality. It was also realized 
that a word, e.g. fire, can stand for itself as well as for its primary 
denotation. 

A question that is far from being solvedtoday·is that of the semantic 
relation between a sentence and its component words. Sentences are 
clearly more than the sum of their juxtaposed words, whether considered 
from the semantic or the grammatical point of view. The western 
tradition tended to concentrate on words as individual minimal meaning 
bearers and to regard the sentence as the product of word combinations 
in specific types of logical proposition. Plato and Aristotle mostly dis
cussed meaning in relation to words as isolates, and Aristotle stressed 
the semantic minimality (in his view) and independence of the word as 
such (p. z6, above). The Stoics appear to have pointed to the further 
limitation of a word's field of reference or its disambiguation as the 
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result of specific collocations (pp. 21-2, above), and this doctrine was 
developed in the course of the distinction between signijicatio and 
suppositio in the Middle Ages (p. 77, above). Indian linguists debated 
the whole question of the primacy of the word as against that of the 
sentence. One set of thinkers maintained a view very like the general 
western attitude that the sentence is built up of words each contributing 
its meaning to the total meaning of the sentence. But an opposite view, 
particularly associated with Bhartrhari, author of V iikyapadiya (c. 
seventh century A.D.), regarded the sentence as a single undivided 
utterance conveying its meaning 'in a flash', just as a picture is first 
perceived as a unity notwithstanding subsequent analysis into its com
ponent coloured shapes. Given the conception of the word unit, sen
tences can be identified as one-word sentences or as many-word 
sentences, but for the speaker and hearer they are primarily single 
sentence unities, words and word meanings being largely the creation 
of linguists and self-conscious speakers trying to amilyse and classify 
sentence meanings in terms of smaller components. As an example of 
Bhartrhari's attitude, the sentence fetch a cuckoo from the woods is not 
understood first as a sequence of words put together, because the full 
meaning of fetch in the sentence (i.e. the mode of fetching) is only 
grasped together with the meaning of cuckoo, and someone ignorant of 
.the meaning of the word cuckoo is therefor€ to some extent ignorant of 
the me~ning of the rest of the sentence. 6 · . · 

Suc.h a view may be criticized, and it was, as extreme: It is echoed in 
Malinowski's dictum that 'isolated words are in fact only linguistic 
figments, the products of an advanced linguistic analysis','.and perhaps 
underestimates the psychological reality of the word as a viable unit for 
the native speaker as well as part of the linguist's analytical apparatus 
(the bound morpheme is probably a better example of an analytical 
creation, and it is noteworthy that morpltmie is generally a technical 
term, or translated by a technical term, whereas words for word are 
found in a very large number of languages, both written and unwritten). ) 
It is, however, a necessary corrective against the typical western ten
dency to concentrate semantic enquiries on the word as a wholly inde- i 
pendent unit only subsequently put into sentences. ' 

This Indian appreciation of the semantic_ unity of the .. 5\l.!Jl!!nce is 
parallel to and may have been connecte<rw"ith- th.eir-eariy appreciation 
of the phonological and phonetic differences between words as pro- 1 
nounced isolates and words pronounced in connected spoken sentences 
(sandhi, pp. 142-3, below). 
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An inevitable problem in any serious linguistic thought is the relation 
between the perceived utterances, spoken and written, of a language 
and the langmtge itself, 'wheih;;'r regarded from the point of view of 
what the speaker possesses as his linguistic competence or from that of 

· what the linguist sets up as the system or systems of elements, cate
gories, and rules underlying and accounting for the infinitely varied 

I output of a living language. Langue and parole, abstraction and exponent, ! emic and etic unit, form and substance, are all examples of recent attempts 
1 to compass and express this relation. Indian linguists sought to express 
'1 it in the theory of sphota. This theory was formulated somewhat differ
] ently by differerif Iridian scholars and has been much discussed. 
; Essentially, in any linguistic element or constituent two aspe~t§..,arc 

: distinguished, the actual~<ey~n! or individual .. r~~li~!!ti;_;;_(4kpg~i) and 
' the unexpressed and-permanent entity (sphgta) ~ct;;alized ~y_ eac]1 

occurrent dhva~Csentent:£sphota, woi:d-splidta, and -~-;;;;;ci ~;~it (v~~1,a) 
sphota were an envisaged. . ' . -

The sphota of a sentence as a single meaningful symbol is realized or 
actualized by a succession of articulated sounds. At a lower level the 
word, in so far as it is a meaningful symbol in its own right, may be 
regarded as a unitary sphota also actualized by a succession of sounds. 
But sounds do not function simply as audible disturbances of the air; 
a particular abstract and permanent unit of distinctive sound signaning 

· capable of semantic differentiation is actualized by' the multitude of 
slightly different pronunciations each varying with the individual'• 
voice, his style, and the physical situation in which he speaks. This last' 
conception of the var!'a sphota was especiany associated with Patai\jali 
(c. 150 B.c.). Bhartrhari, on the other hand, in consonance with his 
theory of the primacy of the sentence, seems to have held the sentence 
spho[a to be the real sphota. He, in fact, envisaged three levels in the 
realization of the sentence sphota as a unitary meaningful symbol: the 
integral symbol itself, graphicany and phonicany ineffable, the sequen
tial phonological pattern that expresses it, as normalized by the elimina
tion of an individual variations (priikrta dhvani), and the realization of 
this in the individual utterances of the sentence ( vaikrta dhvani). It 
would appear that the mediate stage would correspond to some inter
pretations of var11a sphota, and the entire scheme may be compared 
with the interlevel status accorded to phonology in relation to grammar 
and lexis on one side and to phonic utterance on the other by some 
linguists today. 

A further development of the dhvani-sphofa relationship is seen in 



------·-----

THE EVE OF MODERN TIMES 141 

Anandavardhana's theory of poetic language (Dhvanyiiloka, ninth cen
tury A.D.). Just as the sounds reveal the meaningful entities themselves, 
so in poetry the chosen words and their literal meanings reveal further 
suggested senses and the beauty of the poem as a whole. Here one 
remarks a striking parallel with Hjelmslev's conception of stylistic 
analysis as the treatment of the content plane and the expression plane 
of a natural language in some specific usage as themselves together 
forming the expression plane of a higher order 'connotative semiotic'. s 

Much of what has been briefly noticed in ancient Indian speculation 
on semantics and the theory of language strikes chords already familiar 
in the western tradition, though their approach is often rather different. 
What is most remarkable about Indian phonetic work is its manifest \ 
superioFity in conception and execution as· comparee[ with anything 1 

prodliced in the west or elsewhere before the Indian contribution had \ 
become known there. In general one may say that Henry Sweet takes 
over where the Indian phonetic treatises leave off.9 We have seen how· 
Greek and Roman linguists made the major classifications of letters, as 
the representatives of speech sounds, in terms of their acoustic impres
sions. But at this stage in linguistics, prior to the technology and 
equipment needed for the scientific analysis of sound waves, articula
tory description was the only possible frame for an accurate andsyshi
matlc.Ciassific~tion. And in view of the primacy and the obs_ervational 
accessibility of the speech organs in the act of phonation, articulation 
still remains fundamental in phonetic description, even though modern 
acoustic categories may slipplement and even supersede articulatory 
ones in phonological analysis. ro 

The Greeks and the Romans made articulatory features secondary in 
their phonetic descriptions; Arabic grammarians went further and 

. achieved more in articulatory phonetics; but above all their contem
poraries and successors before the nineteenth century were the ancient 
Indian phoneticians, whose work is preserved in a number of phonetic 
treatises which have been tentatively ascribed to the period Soo-150 
s.c.II 

Once their terminology is mastered or translated, the Indian pho
netic writings on Sanskrit are, apart from relatively few points, easy to 
follow for the modern reader acquainted with phonetic theory and 
phonetic descriptions. As a result, more is known certainly about ·the 
pronunciation of the Sanskrit that they described (the ritual and sacred 
texts) than about any other ancient language; In certain matters their 
detailed statements can be readily interpreted today, whereas the 

.. 



nineteenth-century scholar W. D. Whitney, though he realized their 
worth and importance, was led to a too hasty dismissal of some of 
their reported observations. 1' 

The place of phonetics was seen as the linking of grammar to utter
ance, and phonetic description was organized under three main head
ings, the processes of articulation, the segments (consonants and 
vowels), and the synthesis of the segments in phonological structures. 

The articulatory organs were divided into intrabuccal and extra
buccal, extrabuccal being the glottis, the lungs, and the nasal cavity. 
These three are responsible for the distinctions of voice and voiceless
ness, aspiration and non-aspiration, and nasality and non-nasality, 
giving in the phonological system of Sanskrit a five term system at 
different articulatory positions, which may be exemplified by the bila
bial series fbf, fpf, fbhf, /ph/, and fmf. Within the buccal cavity the 
articulatory organs are described from the back_ to the front, ending 
with the lips, and four degrees of stricture are distinguished: total 
buccal obstruction (stops and nasal consonants), fricative constriction, 
semivowel constriction, and absence of constriction, this last constituting 
vocalic articulation .. The mechanism of articulation is described in 
terms of a stationary point of articulation (sthiina), for example the hard 
palate, and a moving articulator (karatza), e.g. the tongue. This concep
tion was extended to cover bilabial and glottal articulation, where it is 
scarcely plausible to regard one of the parts involved as stationary and 
the other as moving. 

The correct diagnosis of the glottal activity in voicing is rightly 
·regarded as one of the phonetic triumphs of the ancierit Indians. The 
nearest approach to an accurate description in the west had been that 
of Holder in the seventeenth century (p. II8, above), which went un
heeded at the time. The Indian linguists distinguished voice from 
voicelessness according as the glottis was closed or open in artic.ulation, 
noticed the tendency for otherwise voiceless consonants to be voiced in 
intervocalic position (a common phonetic occurrence in a number of 
languages), and, against the nineteenth-century incredulity of Max 
Muller and Whitney, properly accounted for the production of voiced 
h ([l\]).13 

Junction features and certain prosodic features of stretches of speech 
. in connected utterance received careful attention. This is witnessed by 

the now universal technical use of the Sanskrit term sandhi, joining 
: together, to denote the differences between disconnected words, mor
\ phemes, and the like, and the same elements combined into concaten-
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ated sequences. Indeed, as some Indian linguists asserted the priority 
of the sentence over the word as a meaningful unit, some of the phonetic 
treatises denied the word an independent phonetic existence outside or 
apart from the text; the breath group was the basic unit of phonetic 
description and word isolates were primarily paedagogical devices. 
Sanskrit orthography represented connected discourse, rather than 
successions of isolated words, such as was the practice of Greek and 
Latin orthography and is largely European orthographic practice today; 
but with some texts parallel versions were in use, a normal sandhi
marking text and a text written in word isolate forms, a pada (word) 
text. 

The phonetics of word and morpheme juncture features associated 
with initiality and finality in the breath group, vowel length and syllable 
quantity, tone, and tempo were all described in precise detail. Vedic 
Sanskrit had three distinctive pitches, high, low, and falling (udtitta, 
anudcitta, svarita); these had disappeared by the Christian era.'• 
Thanks to the Indian phonetic treatises we can compare Sanskrit with 
Ancient Greek, joint preservers of what was probably the tonal system 
of unitary Indo-european. 

In their descriptive work it is clear that the Indian phoneticians 
operated within an intuitive conception of phonemic principles. The 
treatises do not di;cl.lss a concept like the phoneme 'as a . theoretical 
abstraction, "though some aspects of the sphota theory may be seen to 
approach certain modern interpretations of the phoneme. They show 
themselves, however, well aware of certain phonetic differences which, 
being environmentally determined should be noted in a description but 
not assigned to separate distinctive sound units, for example the [<p] 
and [ x J allophones of /h/ before labials and velars respectively; and in 
describing the high and low tones Patafijali pointed out that their dis
tinctiveness rested on their relative not their absolute pitch levels." 

The Sanskrit aiphabet or syllabary has been shown to have been 
devised on segmental phonemic lines, the only redundant symbol being 
the one standing for the palatal nasal consonant [Jl(a)J, since [J1] only 
occurs as an allophone of fn/ in juxtaposition with a palatal consonant.'6 
And here this very redundancy of symbols arose from an equally sound 
phonological analysis which governed the usual arrangement of the 
alphabet, since [Jl] stood to the palatal plosives in precisely the same 
phonetic relation as did the other nasal consonants, /rJ/, /J:L/, fnf, and 
fm/, to their corresponding plosive series. " 

Worthy as the phonetic works of the ancient Indians are now seen to 
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have been, it is for their grall!matical theory and the grammatical 
analysis of their own language, Sanskrit, that Indian linguistic scholar
ship "ISb~~t-kn.own t~day, and among Indian grammarians the name of 
~~stands out above all. Though his date is uncertain, quite 
definitely his is the earliest grammatical treatise extant on any Indo
european language, and the earliest scientific work in any Indo-european 
language, and in Bloomfield's words 'one of the greatest monuments of 
human intelligence'.r8 However, while it brings. almost to perfection 
its avowed intentions in the field of Sanskrit grammar with which it 
deals, it is not what would ordinarily be called a complete grammar of 
the Sanskrit language. 

,.·· r. PliQini's grammar includes as its main component an . exhau3tive 
</ statement of the rules of word formation of the Sanskrit ianguage·. 

These rules a~e 'exp~essed i~ short st~tements, or aphoriS.!:(lS as they are 
often called, giving either definitions, or processes·c;r;ord formation. 
They are referred to as siitras, threads, a terni also used of the ritual 
instructions in some of'tfie earlier Vedic literature. There are also 
appendices giving a list of verbal roots, a list of si!!'i.!at;ly inflected 

• i words, and a list of'tlie s~·~nds of Sanskrit. The rules, like the rules of 
. / today's g.t;n;ta.tiyigramri}m:ians,J:la,\'e ~o be appli~!!~~-se:;_~:_d~r; and 

apart from the completeness with which Plil)ini covers every aspect of 
Sanskrit word formation, those who have studied his work, whether in 
In.dia or later in Europe, have been most struck by the ingenuity' with 
which he achieved the extreme e~211omy of his statements: This. quest 
for economy was evidently part of the context of early Indian gramma
tical composition; a commentator remarked that the saving of half the 
length of a short vowel in framing a grammatical rule ;neant as inuch to 
a· grammarian as the birth of a son.ro This demand for economy may 
have been inspired primarily by the needs of oral recitation and com
mitment to memory, but it clearly became a canon of scholarly merit 
in its own right. It does, however, make the task of the reader enor
mously complicated; the Aeiiidhyiiyi is a grammarian's grammar, not a 
learner's or a teacher's manual (in this respect it is quite unlike Diony
sius Thrax's Techne). As Bloomfield observes, it is 'intelligible only 
with a commentary', 20 and it has been the subject of continuous com
ment and explication ever since it was composed. Patafijali's Mahii
bhiieya ('Great commentary') is the major Indian commentary, and 
most subsequent Indian work has been. comment on comment. 

Though PliQini's composition is about as far removed as could be 
from one's conception of a teaching grammar, the teaching and presen-
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tation of Sanskrit today, as well as several important directions and 
features of descriptive linguistics can be traced back immediately to his 
genius. 

Pa1,1ini's grammar is set in a context wherein the rest of the gramma
tical description of the language and its underlying theory are implicit. 
The phonetic description of the language is equally taken for granted; 
the set of sound units represented in the Sanskrit alphabet, and listed 
in the A~!iidhyiiyi is given without further comment, though the sounds 
are ordered in sequences that are both phonetically and morphologically 
relevant to his grammatical rules. Actual phonetic statements in 
Pa1,1ini are very few. 

Indian linguists made use of four classes of words: nouns and verbs ' 
(inflected), and prepositions and particles (uninflected). The basic •: 
Indian theory of sentence structure required that for words to consti
tute a sentence they must fulfil three requirements: they must have 
~t.ual expectancy as members of appropriate grammatical classes in :.'ri•·c:t,; :'·,, 
proper constructions, or they would be no more than a lexical list devoid · . · .. 
of further significance; they must be semantically appropriate to one .;\; · .:..:; , . 
another, or we would have to accept apparently grammatical non-
sentences like *he wets it with fire, such as have, in fact, troubled linguists 
in the east and the west throughout the history of linguistic thought and 
still tease us today; and they must occur in temporal contiguity, or they ,-,;; 'F·1,,;: 
could not be·carrie·d in the memory or und~rstood.as·a:·singleutterance , ."' . 
at alL The Sanskrit terms for these three requirements were iikiinksii, " ' ' ">.:· ·., · 
yogyatii, and fan;nidh_f; they may be compared to·the somewhat~~~;~~-
('"- ' ---·-··· ·--"-~ ... --.... _,.. . 
ponding Firthian relationships of c~~[~ility and co.U!;'_cll,~ility of the 
elements and temporal sequence of their actual exponents. 21 

In addition to the phonological term sandhi, Indian grammatical 
names for the different types of word compounding, a subject to which 
they devoted considerable attention, have passed into general currency. 
One may instance the terms tatpurusha (tatpuru~a), attributive com
pound (e.g. doorknob, blackberry), and bahuvrihi (bahuvrihi), exocentric 
compound (e.g. turnkey, humpback). 22 

The verb, inflected for person, number, and tense, was taken as the , 
core of the sentence (in Sanskrit, as in Latin and Greek, the verb ' v· 
could stand alone as a complete sentence). Other words stood in specific 
relations to the verb, and of these the most important were the nouns 
in their different case inflexions. Nouns standing in different relations {; 

I'/ to the verb were designated by the term kiiraka; the kiirakas were 11 
classified by the different types of relation between the action or process !) 

• 
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referred to by the verb and the denotata of the nouns. 'Agent' and 
, 'object' were two of them; but the kiirakas are not to be equated with 
; cases, as normally understood; the Sanskrit genitive in its most general 
· use is not considered to express a kiiraka, because it relates nouns to 

-./ nouns as its main grammatical function, not nouns to verbs. The expo
nents of kiirakas included the case endings of case inflected words, but 
the same kiiraka could be expressed in more than one formal structure." 

The rules of Sanskrit grammatical word formation, which form the 
bulk of Pa1,1ini' s Af{iidhyiiyi, are set in the general grammatical context 
sketched above. They are difficult to describe and exemplify without 
reference to the Sanskrit language. Bloomfield in an extended review 
gives a good summary of Pal,lini's method and of how a Pa1,1inian de
scription of the relevant parts of English grammar would appear and 
what it would accomplish. 24 

The generation of the word form dbhavat, he, she, it was, from the 
root bhii-, to be, passes through the following stages (the numbers refer 
to some of the relevant siltras): 2s 

bhii-a 
bhii-a-t 

d-bhii-a-t 
d-bho-a-t 
·a-bhav-a-·t 
dbhavat. 

3·1.2, 3·I.68. 
1.4·99> 3.1.2, 3.2.III, 
6.f.7I, 6.1,158. 
7·3·84. 
6.1.78.' 

Only the final representation is the form of a real word as pronounced 
in isolation; those preceding it iilustrate the ordered application of 
rules, covering, of course, the formation of large numbers of words 
other than this one. The whole descriptive procedure may be com
pared with the stages by which the transformational-generative gram
marians, more than two thousand years later, arrive at an actual form 
through successive representations of elements ~ombined with each 
other in accordance with ordered rules. Thus from the stem disayd-, 
the following stages are passed through in order :26 

disayd-t'v 
disayz-£v 
disays-iv 
di'saysiv. 

Pal)ini's descriptions involve the isolate identification of roots and 
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a_tli~e~, ":hich dire~tly inspired the ~.'?.!P,~~T~l?~ C'?,!!3.~PJ. .. .'?.f present-day 
grammatiCal analysrs. The study ofHebrew anif Arabic had led later 
mediaeval Europe to recognize the abstract root . as a _constant that 
underlies inflexional paradigms, butth~- cypl~~C'Europ~~~-;;~d~l of 
gram~tical" description continued to be the one handed down by 
Dionysius Thrax and Priscian, a thorough-going word-and-paradigm 
one. Such a model, indeed, with its very obvious paedagogical advan
tages, continues strongly in use in language teaching, especially the 
teaching of ancient languages. 

Formal variations among functionally equivalent elements, such as 
are handled under the modern concept of allomorphs of single mor
phemes, were dealt with by Pa11ini morphophonetnic~_lly; He set up 
abstract basic forms, called sthiinin ('having-a place', 'original'), :which 
"'----'·----~- .... .--~··-··'·-~------·. ---- .. -- ____ , __ 
by the rules of morphophonological change and internal sandhi were 
converted into the actual morphs of the resultant words; the formal re
placeme"nts were called fide,i~ ('substitute'). General rules were given 
together with exception$;10:-·English ·a;:e past tense formation of verbs 
with /-d/. would have been related to the environmentally determined 
variants such as /-t/ (walked) and /-idf (plodded), with separate mention 
of individual irregularities like run, ran.>? Bloomfield's iV!enomini mor
phophonemics has been regarded as Pal).inian in method and inspira
tion.28 

· In the interests of the· extreme economy of statement referred to 
earlier, Pa11ini's rules are set out in such a way that the repetition of a 
rule in relation to a subsequent rule in word formation is rendered 
unnecessary. Economy is further served by a number of special devices; 1 

the distinctive sound units listed by Pa11ini are arranged in a special 
order, bringing together those sounds jointly involved in the statement 
of certain rules. These sequences are further divided by the inter
position of sound units used demarcatively, so that a succession of 
sounds can be abbreviated to the first sound and the marker following 
the last. Thus from the sequence a i u (!'),a i u can be indicated by ar, 
and from a i u (!') r {eo (•i) ai au (c), ac can be used to mean 'all 
vowels' (rand {stand for vocalic rand l, respectively).>9 This type of 
a,~2re_yi::ttion is extended to grammatical elements; sup ~:f=.r§ .. Jo all ) \ 
nominal case ending~_;t!ld tiil to all verbal personal endings. ' \ 

A rather i'amou.se"xa~p1e'.o1Pii~lni's economy of verbiage is his final 
siitra (8-4-68), which takes the form 'a a', that-is to say that a (which 
had been treated (e.g. in 6.r.ror) as the qualitative equivalent of ii, so 
that the sandhi rule of vowel coalescence could be economically stated 
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as i-i= i, u-u=ii, a-a=a) is in fact a closer, more central vowel 
sound.Jo 

A descriptive device familiar to linguists today, zero representation 
of an element or category, is owed directly to Pil)'lnr ·App~;-e~tly 
irregular forms may 'be made to appear more regular at the more 
abstract levels of representation and analysis by the assumption of a 
morpheme represented by a zero morph, i.e. with no overt exponent 
in the phonic material. Thus since most English noun plurals include 
an overt morph, usually a suffix, examples like sheep as a plural can 
be analysed as being /fi:pf-0. 

Pal).ini sets up as theJ!l-inilllal grammati"a,! str11ctt~r~ .9fa.!!<Jun..fg.nn 
the sequence root+ stem suffix+inflexional suffix. In mo~t noun forms 
each of these ~;rtg·;;a;:;:·b-;;·lt;;ked "t;;··~ctuai"phone_t~-~~gments as 
their exponents, but not in all nouns. Thus in -bhiijam, sharing (accusa
tive singular), -bhaj- represents the root, bhaj-, and -am the final, 
inflexional suffix. Pal).ini's rules for such nouns·specify a descriptively 
earlier segment v representing the stem-forming suffix (3.2.62), and a 
later rule deprives this v of overt representation, that is to say repre
sents it by zero (6.1.67). 

lVIany different uses have been made of the zero concept· in modern 
linguistics; some have protested against its excessive exploitation; but 
there are forms in. many languages th~t are most economically analysed 
by means of a zero element. All of these uses derive from Pal).ini' s first 
known application of this device; the most Pal).inian example outside 
Sanskrit is de Saussure's analysis of G_~~!~ ... !!Pminati.v.~_£~~e.-f'?!ms like 

: phlox (/p"l6ks/), flame, in which /p"l6id represents· the root, /-s/ the 
I nominative singular suffix, and the stem formative (as in hiJ:pos (/hfpp
. o-si), horse) is represented by a zero suffix (/phlog-0-s/).3') 
· The impact of the work of Pal).ini and the other Indi·an linguists on 
Sanskrit studies in Europe from ·r8oo was deep and far-reaching. Two 
of the earliest Sanskrit grammars published in English, W. Carey's 
Grammar of the Sungskrit language (Serampore, r8o6) and C. Wilkins's 
Grammar of the Sanskrita language (London, r8o8) pay tribute to the 
work of their Indian predecessors, which they had studied with the aid 
of living Sanskrit pundits in India. 32 

Conc.entration on the historical aspects of linguistic studies during 
the nineteenth century, itself the immediate result of the discovery by 
Europeans of the Sanskrit language and its relationships with the 
classical and modern languages of Europe, had the effect of delaying 
the full appreciation of Indian grammatical concepts and methods in 
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descriptive work, but in phonetics the Indian insights were influential 
in the stimulation and development of both theory and practice 
throughout the century. 

The study of Sanskrit was the prime incitement to early nineteenth
century comparative and historical work. But it came at a propitious 
time and to a Europe prepared for it. From Dante onward, through and 
after the Renaissance, various disconnected attempts had been made at 
linguistic history and at historically orientated comparisons between 
languages; but the bulk of linguistic scholarship, as has been seen in 
earlier chapters, had been directed at the description and analysis of 
languages, synchronic theory, paedagogy and other applications, and 
approaches to what can loosely be call~d the 'philosophy of language', 
general theories of the place and the working of language in human 
affairs. 

During the eighteenth· century, however, speculation wa~ turning 
towards historical questions, though in a rather general way. The 
origin of language, while for ever beyond the reach of any conceivable 
linguistic science,. has always fascinated linguistically minded people 
and in different forms has been a focus of attention throughout recorded 
history. Psaminetichus of Egypt's attempt to discover the 'oldest', i.e. 
the original, language allegedly by recording an utterance (Phrygian 
bekos, bread) from a child carefully brought up in a speechless environ
~ent is a forerunner of other simiiar tales, toid of other-personages and. 
other languages.33 But several linguistic thinkers of the eighteenth cen
tury in different European countries asked and tried to answer the 
question, what lay between the beginnings of huma·n language and its 
obviously elabonite present form, al)d how the seeds of language as it 
was known in historical times could have been sown in man's prehistory. 
Men further sought historical explanations of the observed forms of 
words in accordance with supposedly universal principles of linguistic 
development. While all this was far from the systematic historical study 
of specific and determined families of languages such as grew up in and 
dominated the next century, it was nourished by the increasing know
ledge, albeit often partial, of newly discovered languages of the expand
ing world of European colonization, missions, and trade. 

Attempts at seriously thought-out explanations of the origin and 
development of language in mankind, considered as a single species, 
united philosophers of the empiricist and rationalist persuasions charac
teristic of the eighteenth century and earlier with those working well 
within the counter-rationalist Romantic movement of its later years and 
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the turn of the century. This is not surprising, since it is in language 
that men both communicate the collectively accumulated knowledge, 
argument, and principles of reasoning, such as were held in so high 
esteem by men of the rationalist Enlightenment, and, equally, give 
expression to the emotions and individual sentiments on which the 
Romantics laid such stress. Vernunftmensch, the man of reason, and 
Gefiihlsmensch, the man of feeling, realize themselves through the 
resources of their language. 

Half-way through the eighteenth century two French philosophers 
discussed the origin and early development of human speech. In 1746 
E. B. de Condillac devoted the second part of his Essai sur l'origine des 
connoissances humainesH to language, and in 1755 Rousseau treated the 
same topic more briefly in part of his discourse on the origin of in
equality among men, making favourable mention of Condillac's views.'; 
A later work published posthumously in 1782 was his essay on the 
origin of languages.'6 

Condillac wrote within the rationalist-empiricist tradition, relying a 
good deal on Locke's theory of knowledge, whereas Rousseau looked 
forward to the Romantic movement that was to follow; indeed, in many 
respects he can be said to have been one of its heralds. Their concep
tions of the genesis of language were very similar. Language originated 
in deictic and imitative gestures and natural cries, but since gestures 
were less efficient as communicative signals the phonic· element in· 
human language pecame dominant, as specific sound sequences were 
semantically associated with existents and phenomena and as the power 
of human thought increased. Condillac envisaged a mixed stage in 
which spoken verb forms were accompanied by gestures indicating time 
reference, these latter subsequently replaced by vocal symbols uttered 
after the verb itself and finally, in the stage reached by Latin, agglutin
ated to it.'7 Rousseau suggested an almost deliberate agreement to make 
this substitution from gesture to speech on the lines of the social 
contract.38 

Both Condillac and Rousseau considered that abstract vocabulary 
and grammatical complexity developed from an earlier individual con
crete vocabulary with very few grammatical distinctions or constraints; 
and both regarded reliance on tonal contrasts in the manner of Chinese 
as a survival of a primitive feature, and likewise the attention paid to 
the intonation of declamatory speech in classical antiquity, 39 and both 
considered poetry to have sprung from chanting as the earliest literary 
form of language. On this, however, their different philosophical atti-
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tudes revealed themselves. Condillac dispassionately compared Latin 
and French oratory, and refused to express a value judgment as between 
the stylistic merits of Latin with its grammatically free word order and 
French with its more analytic structure and more fixed word order. 4° 
Rousseau on the other hand rejoiced in the supposed vivacity and 
passion of the earlier stages of human language, when poetry had not 
been chilled into reasoning, and before writing, unable to symbolize 
the stress and pitch differences and the vocal inflexions of speech, had 
substituted 'exactitude for expression' and enervated the liveliness of 
language itself: 'All written languages have to change their character 
and lose vigour in gaining clarity'.41 Rousseau, who could dream of the 
noble savage uncorrupted by property and civil governm~nt, could also 
write of' languages favourable to freedom; these are sonorous, prosodic, 
harmonious languages, which can be heard and understood from afar. 
Our lan!;uages are designed for the buzzing of the drawing room'. 42 

The widespread interest during the second half of the century in 
resolving problems concerning the origin of language is instanced by 
the prize offered by the Prussian Academy in 1769 for an essay answer
ing the questions whether man could have evolved, unaided, language 
as it was known then, 'and if so how he went about it. This enquiry was 
in part a reaction against hitherto unsatisfactory statements and against 
.the scientifically hopeless assertion of Stissmilch in 1754 that the com
plexity and perfect ordering of languages could only. be explained as the 
direct gift of God to mankind, a view also expressed by Rousseau on 
divine guidance in ·the evolution of language, hinted at by Plato, and 
found in a number of traditional mythological accounts in the Old 
Testament and elsewhere. 43 · 

Herder's solution to the questions put by the Academy won him the 
prize and was published in 1772 as his Abhandlung uber den Ursprung 
der Sprache. 44 It was written in great haste and with great feeling (he 
had, in fact, set down a few years before some of his opinions on 
language in a number of essays .. ). Probably few other academic prize 
compositions contain so many exclamation marks or exhibit so 
impassioned a rhetoric. 

Herder asserted the inseparability of language and thought; language 
is the tool, the content, and the form of human thinking. 46 The close 
connection between thought and language had been a commonplace of 
philosophy since antiquity, but earlier writers from Aristotle to the 
modistae had taken for granted the hierarchic dependence of language 
on prior thinking and abstraction. Herder's assumption of the common 

• 
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origin and parallel development of both together through successive 
stages of growth and maturity was rather new; and he stated that, since 
language and thinking were interdependent, the thought patterns and 
the popular literature of different peoples could only properly be under
stood and studied through their own languages.47 Such opinions had 
been expressed before, but at the beginning of the European and 
especially of the German Romantic era, and with the forces of European 
nationalism about to become a dominant theme of nineteenth-century 
politics, the assertion of the individuality of a nation's speech and its 
intimate bonds with national thought, national literature, and national 
solidarity was readily appreciated and initiated a continuing trend of 
linguistic theory. Sapir may be right in attributing much of Humboldt's 
distinctive thought on language to Herder's inspiration, and if this is so 
both the adherents of Whorfian theories and the generative gram
lll'!rians today can each trace links back to this formative philosopher 
of language. 48 

Herder answered the question on the priority of language or of 
thought, by saying that since each depended on the other for its exist
ence the two had a common origin and mankind had advanced in each 
by equal stages, developing a faculty uniquely possessed by man as 
distinct from all the rest of the animal kingdom. The first step was the 
abstraction and recognition of a recurrent entity with hs own relatively 
constant and distinctive characteristics. from the 'whole ocean of experi
ence', 49 and at the same time its designation by a vocal symbol. He 
assumed that hearing was· the sense 'whose data were first ·isolated and 
named in this way, and the lamb was hailed as 'the bleeter' ('Ha! Du 
bist das Blockende!' ' 0 ). From the vocal symbolization of things by 
their auditory characteristics mankind moved outwards to the data 
provided by the other senses. Herder's arguments in support of the 
centrality of the auditory sense may endure little examination today as 
they stand, but the phonaesthetic component of so many vocabularies 
wherein visual and other features (littleness, spikiness, nearness, etc.) 
manifestly correlate with certain types of sound feature, lends some 
support to his hypothesis." The first word stock was a 'simple vocabu
lary','2 one largely confined to observable beings and events, and there
after lexical diversity and grammatical differentiations grew with the 
accumulating treasure of men's thought. 

This· hypothetical reconstruction of the. prehistory of speech, despite 
its obvious naiveties of expression, is as good as many other probings 
of events that lie beyond the reach of scientific observation. In particu-
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Jar it was a distinct advance on some earlier talk on the origin of language 
that had put the question in the form, how did language originate in 
man considered in all other respects as he was known at the time of 
asking and differing only by the lack of articulate speech. 

Herder retained the traditional monogenetic theory of all languages, 
as of all cultures; and his theory suffered from the restricted time 
perspective allotted in the eighteenth century to man's existence on the 
earth, with a consequential attempt to see enduring characteristics of the 
early stages of language in alleged 'primitive langua!;eS' existing in the 
present. This carried with it such silly suggestions as that the verb 
enjoyed temporal priority of emergence among the word classes (in fact 
word class can have no meaning unless at least two classes are distin
guished in a language); and Herder buttressed his assertion with the 
equally fallacious analogy with the child's use of language." 

It is less of a reproach to Herder, writing when he did, that he 
resorted to such arguments than to modern writers in whose specula
tions into the prehistory of speech these same outworn analogies still 
make their unmerited appearance, 

Herder lay between the rationalist and the Romantic movements and 
came under the influence of both; this gives great significance to his 
writings on histo~y as well as those on language.S< His own theory of 
the origin of language, though passionately expressed, was not out of 
key with ration.alist ·thinking. Interestingly, by the -time the ne\vs 
reached him that he had won the prize for his essay, he had moved 
further towards the Romantics and was anything but happy with what 
he had written. ss 

A prominent representative of the universal philosophical theory of 
grammar in England during the eighteenth century was James Harris, 
whose Hermes or a philosophical enquiry concerning langnage and universal 
grammar was published in 1751.s6 Harris's thought can be associated 
with the so-called Cambridge Platonists; while continental expositions 
of universal rationalist grammar based themselves in the main on 
Descartes. Harris, who was an Aristotelian scholar and very well read 
in ancient philosophy and literature, looked to Aristotle for the philo
sophical foundations of grammar. Like all universalists Harris had to 
distinguish between the individual structural differences of particular 
languages and 'those principles that are essential to them all '.57 In his 
theory of word meaning he followed Aristotle closely; words are related 
to what they designate by convention and language is 'a system of 
articulat~ voices significant by compact'.s8 Sentence and word as 
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universals are defined in Aristotelian terms as, respectively, a 'com
pound quantity of sound significant, of which certain parts are them
selves also significant', and a 'sound significant, of which no part is 
itself significant'. 59 

Harris's system of grammar requires two 'principals', nouns (in
cluding pronouns) or 'substantives', 'significant of substances', and 
verbs or 'attributives', 'significant of attributes'. 6o Verbs include what 
are formally distinguishable as verbs proper, participles, and adjectives; 
this is very much in agreement with Plato and Aristotle on the rhtma 
(pp. 26-7, above). Adverbs are a special type of attributives, being attri
butives of attributives, or second order attributives. Apart from the 
'principals', languages distinguish two 'accessories', which lack in
dependent meaning and may be compared to the Aristotelian sjndesmoi 
(except for his inclusion of personal pronouns among them), divided 
into~ definitives' (ar!icles and some pronominal words), which construct 
with a single word, and conjunctions (conjunctions and prepositions), 
which construct with two or more words.6 1 Unlike the Greek gram
marians, but following the Latin practice, Harris recognized interjec
tions as a separate component of languages, though not a part of 
speech in the same way as the others. 62 

While basing his theory of universal grammar on Aristotelian doc
trine, Harris was, unlike Aristotle, well aware of and interested in the 
surface differences between various languages; but just because the . 
same function, as he considered it, was served by case inflexions in 
Latin and by prepositional phrases in Eriglish (Briiti, of Brutus),. one 
must lookmore deeply for the identification of those universal categories 
of grammar and relations which alone can give significance to the purely 
formal grammars of particular languages. 63 

In his theory of meaning Harris regarded the 'principal' words, that 
had independent meaning, as 'primarily, essentially and immediately' 
the symbols of general ideas, and only secondarily and via these 
general ideas the symbols of particular ideas. 6< He defended the concept 
of innate ideas against the prevalent English empiricist attitude, and 
along with his insistence on universal grammar he considered that the 
capacity of mankind to frame universal or general ideas, of which words 
were the signs, was certainly God-given. 6s As a philosopher he paid 
most attention to language as the means of expressing logical proposi
tions; . but while he linked his. theory of language with Aristotle and 
with philosophical universalism, in a number of ways he looked forward 
to developments characteristic of the thought of the later eighteenth 
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century. Indeed, his use of the Aristotelian distinction between matter 
and form (hyle (vATJ) and efdos (el8os)) with reference to the phonic 
substance and the semantic function of speech foreshadows the import
ant doctrine of inneTe Sprachform set out in the work of vY. von 
Humboldt early in the nineteenth century. 66 

In stressing the importance of universals in the use of language, 
Harris agreed with Condillac as well as with Herder, \vho praised his 
work, 67 in linking the faculty of speech with the faculty of abstraction 
and the recognition of recurrent phenomena and persisting entities 
resembling one another. Condillac cited Locke in this part of his 
treatise; Locke attributed generality to ideas, though his more rigidJy 
empiricist successors, Berkeley and Hume, considered that generality 
could be properly predicted only in terms, i.e. of words, not ideas. 6S 

With Herder, Harris shared the recognition of the significance to be 
seen in the individual peculiarities of each language. Though he erected 
his linguistic theory on underlying universals; as a philosophical gram
marian must, he laid more \\·eight on the individuality of languages and 
their intimate connection with the history and life· of the people who . 
speak them than some previous philosophical grammarians had done, 
and in this he looked forward to the linguistic attitudes most character
istic of the Romantic movement. 6o In an eloquent passage he enlarged 
and illustrated his theme in his eulogy of the twin excellences of Greek . . . 

·thinkers and writers and of the Greek language uniquely fitted to give 
them expression. ' 0 

· Harris's llermes is somewhat better known than it ·might otherwise 
have been because it was the target for attack by Horne Tooke. Tooke 
was a man of wide interests and invoh·cments; he wrote a number of 
political pamphlets, and played a leading part in an appeal for subscrip
tions in aid of relatives of American colonists killed by British troops at 
Lexington in 1775, for which in the illiberal manner of authorities 
engaged in warfare King George's justices fined. him £zoo and im
prisoned him for a year (he attributed his later gout to the poor quality 
of the claret available in the King's Bench prison). As Tooke was a 
natural rebel and Harris occupied a position in what today would be 
called 'the establishment', Harris was an obvious opponent," and it 
happened that Tooke's thinking about language was violently imtago
nistic to the tradition of philosophical" grammar such as had been 
expounded by Harris. 

It was not difficult to fault Harris for his obscurity of language iu 
several places, and for apparent self-contradictions, as when, struggling 
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with the semantics of some of his 'accessories' (a problem on which 
linguistic theory is still unsettled), Harris declared that conjunctions 
shared the attributes both of words- having signification and of those 
having no signification of their own, n nor to criticize his erection of an 
alleged universal system of grammar on the basis of an inadequate 
factual knowledge of languages, as when he allowed a place for preposi
tions, but not for postpositions such as are found with comparable syn
tactic and semantic functions in Hungarian and Turkish (and in several 
other major languages not cited by Tooke). 73 Harris also opened his 
defences to Tooke's onslaught when he declared that a' distant analogy' 
determined that the sun and moon are naturally assigned nouns of 
masculine and feminine genders respectively, in defiance or ignorance 
of the facts of the Germanic languages and of Russian.>+ · 

Tooke's ideas on language are set out in a number of dialogues in 
which he gives himself a part, somewhat loosely and inconsequentially 
puf together in Epea pieroeilta or the aiversions of Purley," first pub
lished in two volumes in 1786 and ISos. Tooke's style is often pungent 
and racy; the following passage from a footnote (typically attacking 
Harris and seeking to explain away his undoubted estimation) may be 
cited as characteristic of the author and his writing: 'For which 
[Harris's reputation] however I can easily account; not by supposing 
that its doctrine gave any more satisfaction to their minds who quoted 
it than to mine; but because, as·judges shelter their knavery by prece
dents, so do scholars their ignorance by authority: and when they 
cannot reason, it is safer and less disgraceful to repeat that ndnsense at 
second hand which they would be ashamed to give originally as their 
own.' 76 

Tooke's approach to grammar is partly in line with modern formal 
doctrines; gender for him is, as a grammatical category, primarily an 
exponent of syntactic constructions involving nominals in those 
languages wherein it appears." His theory, however, in so far as he can 
be said to have formulated a theory, shows a total mixture of synchrony 
and diachrony. Language as we know it, he declared, developed from 
natural cries (a theory put out by others in this period), with which he 
identified interjections ('the dominion of speech is erected upon the 
downfall of interjections' 78). For this reason he chided other gram
marians, of whom Harris was one, though with reservations, for 
admitting them as a part of speech. · 

Tooke admitted only two essential parts of speech, the noun and the 
verb 79; every other class of word is the result of 'abbreviation' or 
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corruption, by which language is made to run more smoothly. He laid 
great weight on this concept of abbreviation, and gave a good deal of 
detailed etymology, some correct but much of it wildly incorrect, to try 
to show that conjunctions, adverbs, and prepositions were the result of 
abbreviated or mutilated noun and verb words. Adjectives and parti
ciples were nouns and verbs used adjectivally(' adjectived ') by position 
and syntax. so 

Like others in the eighteenth century and afterwards, Tooke regarded 
inflexional and derivational elements in words as fragments of earlier 
independent words agglutinated to the root word. Again, some of his 
identifications were correct, as with the English adjectival suffix -ful 
(beautiful, etc.), but others were extravagantly wrong, as when he 
derived Latin ibi5, I shall go, from i-, to go, plus b- (=Greek boul
(j3ovi\-), to wish) plus (eg)o, I, and audiam, I shall hear, from audi(re), to 
hear, plus am(i5), I love (i.e. I want to hear)! sr 

The view, also found in Condillac (p. 150, above) that morphological 
variation in word forms arises from the agglutination of independent 
words is borne out by historical evidence in a number of formations in 
languages. We can trace the coalescence, no doubt after the word order 
became fixed, of di5niire habei5 to donnerai, I shall give, in French, and 
similar forms in other Romance languages; and the suffixed articles of 
the Scandinavian languages and of Rumanian are de,ived from earlier 
demonstrative pronouns occupying a position immediately after the 
nouns to which they referred (local late Latin lupus ille >Rumanian 
lupul, ·the wolf). A sort of half-way stage can be seen today in the much 
more tightly bound and positionally fixed pronouns and negative 
elements in French verbal expressions as compared with their freely 
mobile antecedents in Latin. This is partly recognized orthographically 
in the hyphenation of such forms when occurring postverbally (e.g. 
montrez-le-nous, show it to ns !, cp. Italian mandatecelo, send it to us!). 
But it is naively simplistic to suppose that all morphology can be 
ascribed to this process, and still more so to attempt to identify the 
independent originals of all the bound morphemes of contemporary or 
attested languages. 

Moreover, whatever the adequacy or inadequacy of Tooke's historical 
explanation of inflexions and derivations, and of the parts of speech 
other than nonns and verbs as originating in these, his arguments are 
irrelevant to. the question, clearly understood by the sixteenth- and 
seventeenth-century empirical English grammarians, of their definition 
and classification in a synchronic description of a language. His failure 
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to grasp the point of descriptive grammar weakens the force of some 
otherwise merited criticisms of Harris and of other writers on language. 
In dealing with the semantics of fairly restricted ranges of words such 
as prepositions, one must analyse their semantic system as an articu
lated whole. Wilkins saw this in his diagram of the spatial relation~ 
expressed by English prepositions; Tooke unjustifiably criticized him 
over this, on the ground that 'he overlooked the etymology of words 
... in which their secret lay'.s' That etymology is popularly confused 
with correct semantic analysis is no justification for this confusion in 
what purports to be scholarly investigation. 

Harris's linguistic work was highly valued by another eighteenth 
century British linguist, James BurJ!ett (Lord Monboddo), a prominent 
figure in the literary and scientific life of Edinburgh, who wrote a six
volume treatise Of the origin and progress of language, 83 which included 
extensive accounts of ·the classical languages and some modern Euro
pean languages and a discourse on litera~y style. Like. Harris, Mon
boddo did not wish to deny divine intervention in the creation of so 
wonderful and complex a faculty as language, 8; but he turned his 
attention more towards its historical development than to the assertion 
of linguistic universals. He saw the intimate connexion between human 
society and human speech, but only envisaged a unilateral dependence 
between them, in that society may have existed for many ages before 
the invention of language, but this invention depended on the prior 
existence of society. He was quite prepared to admit the polygenesis of 
language, and though 'primitive languages' were said to hick facilities 
for abstract expressions, i\Ionboddo asserted -that man must have 
formed ideas of universals before he invented the words to symbolize 
them. 8s Herder's conception of the parallel origin and development of 
speaking and thinking is much more plausible. 

Monboddo was among an unfortunately large number of linguists 
who have thought that the origin of language could be partly brought 
to light by the study of certain existing languages, seeking evidence of 
primitivity and the continuance of early characteristics in the languages 
of culturally primitive and illiterate peoples. These arguments that 
'primitive languages' contain little abstract vocabulary and an inade
quate grammatical organization are also. seen in Herder, who knew and 
approved of Monboddo's work and saw the first volume translated into 
German in I784,86 They are also found.in later writers, with·less and 
less justification as linguistic descriptions of remote languages grew in 
numbers and in quality. 
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Monboddo's evidence of linguistic underdevelopment in the exist
ence of one word expressions for a thing and its possessor was singularly 
unfortunate, 87 since he needed to look no further than Hungarian and 
Finnish among European languages to find precisely the same forma
tion (Hungarian ldbam, my foot, virdgunk, our flower; Finnish kiiteni, 
my hand); and descriptive study of the languages of preliterates and 
culturally primitive people in no way bears out Monboddo's allegation 
that such languages are without the differentiation of word classes and 
syntactic rules. 88 His linguistic limitations are seen on the one hand in 
his dismissal of the language of the Chinese as 'exceedingly defective' 
and his assumption that in consequence they could not have made 
any progress in philosophy, and on the other in his statement that 
Sanskrit was 'formed ... upon principles of philosophy, like Wilkins's 
artificial "real character'". 89 

It is all too easy to find fault with eighteenth-century attempts at the 
historical study of language. What is noteworthy is that thinkers in 
different countries and with diverse backgrounds were drawn towards 
the history of language on the eve of a century wherein the history of 
languages, enlivened by a flash of light from the east, was to make 
unprecedented advances. 
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Seven 

Comparative and historical linguistics 
in the nineteenth century 

It is a commonplace in linguistics to say that the nineteenth century 
was the era of the comparative and historical study of languages, more 
especially of the Indo-european languages. This is broadly justified, but 
it does not mean either that no historical research based on the com
parison of languages was undertaken before that time or that all other 
aspects of linguistics were neglected during the nineteenth century. It 
is, however, the case that this century saw the development of modern 
conceptions, theoretical and methodological, of comparative and his
torical linguistics, and the greatest concentration 'of scholarly effort and. 
scholarly ability in linguistics was devoted tO" this aspect of the subject 

. rather than to others. As late as 1922, 0. Jespersen, who did as much as 
many to foster synchronic, descriptive, linguistics, could write in the 
still prevailing nineteenth-century climate of opinion that linguistics 
was mainly a historical study; 1 and some of the most stimulating ideas 
on language structure suggested at the start of the century were applied 
first to a primarily historical view of language. 

One can rightly speak of pre-nineteenth-century historical work on 
languages as sporadic, not because it necessarily lacked insight or an 
appreciation of what was involved, but because people's suggestions 
and researches remained largely in isolation, and since they were not 
taken up and developed by a continuous succession of scholars, each 
new thinker had little to build on or to react to. This was not so after 
I8oo, when one is brought face to face with a remarkable continuity 
of scholarship focused on a specialized field of theory and practice, in 
which generations of men, mostly Germans or scholars from other 
countries trained in Germany, built up their subject on the basis of 
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what had been done by their predecessors or earlier contemporaries. 
They might start fcom where those before them had left off, or they 
might react against what they had considered errors of fact or mis
directions of theory; but the sense of continuity of achievement, leading 
to a culmination, though not, of course, a stopping point, towards the 
end of the century, must be regarded both as a tribute to the scholar
ship of the time and as an inspiration to those looking back today on 
this remarkable century of successful endeavour. 

Work on the historical relations of particular groups of languages by 
European writers may be said to have begun with Dante (I265-132I), 

though the relationship of Icelandic and English by virtue of resem
blances in word forms had been asserted in the twelfth century by the 
brilliant 'First Grammarian' (p. 72, above). Dante's De vulgari 
eloquentia has already been mentioned in connection with the post
mediaeval rise in status of the European vernacular languages (pp. 99·-
Ioo, above); this same work gives an account of the genesis of dialect 
differences and thence of dift'erent languages from a single source langu
age as the result of the passage of time and the geographical dispersion 
of speakers. 2 Dante recognized three properly European language fami
lies: Germanic in the north, Latin in the south, and Greek occupying 
part of Europe and adjacent Asia.' He divided the contemporary Latin 
area into three distinct vernacular languages all descended from the 
·Latin preserved by the grammarians; this· common descent was shown 
by the considerable numbers of words that each shared with the others 
and which could be referred to a single Latin word. 

As diagnostic marks of his language divisions Dante used a method 
seen again in J, J. Scaliger (p. 167, below) and enshrined as a labelling 
device in the much later binary division of Indo-european into the 
centum and satem groups. He chose a single word meaning and noted 
its expression in different languages; thus the Germanic languages reply 
in the affirmative with 'io' (ja, etc.), and the three Latin-derived 
languages use 'si' (Latin sic) in Italy, 'oc' (Latin hoc) in southem 
France, and 'oil' (Latin hoc ille) in northern France (hoc ille, he (does) 
this, had become generalized as the affirmative reply to a question in 
this area•). From this division spring the names of the main linguistic 
regions of France, Langue d' oc (Proven9al) in the south and Langue 
d' o!l in the north. 

'Within these language areas Dante was keenly aware ·of dialectal· 
differences, and in subsequent chapters he gives a most detailed and 
well exemplified survey of the Italian dialects, together with aesthetic 
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judgments pronounced on them, in which none is rated perfect but the 
Tuscan of his day is declared one of the worst.' 

All this detailed classification is set within the conception of linguistic 
differentiation in the world having arisen in the way described in the 
story of the Tower of Babel (Genesis I I), Hebrew being the first langu
age spoken on earth before the building of the Tower, the language 
spoken by Adam as the gift of God. 6 

The monogenesis of all languages and the ascription of the status of 
the original or oldest language to Hebrew was a generally held idea 
during the first centuries of the Christian era, when science had to be 
reconciled with the literally interpreted creation story of Genesis. It 
may be compared with the early efforts of geologists and zoologists to 
fit their observations into the apparent chronology and sequence of 
events given in the Old Testament.' The monogenesis of all languages 
in Hebre"· continued to be accepted for several centuries and, perhaps 
more important theoretically, when it was challenged, it was challenged 
by the submission of a rival language as the surviving original or 
'oldest language'. The fact that Latin, the parent of the Romance 
languages, also survived as a written language in use during the period 
before the Renaissance, and as the spoken language of Roman Catholic 
church services and as a lingua franca for educated persons, may have 
made the conception of a more general .surviving. linguistic ancestor 
more plausible.' Notorious in this sort of challenge ·\vas ·Goropius 
Becanus, who in a marvellous series of etymologies argued that the 
'first' language, ·'Cimmerian', survived in Duteh-Flemish;S but he. 
was not the only one. 

Alternative models o£ the historical relations of languages were not 
lacking during the period from Dante to Sir William Jones (early studies 
in the history of the Romance languages by Renaissance scholars have 
been noticed above; pp. IOO-I); it was just that they were not taken up 
and developed by their contemporaries. J. J. Scaliger (r54o-I6og), son of 
J. C. Scaliger (p. IIO, above), a scholar of wide and varied learning, 
dispensed with two fallacious dogmas that distorted the historical 
dimension of language study, the supposed linear historical relation 
between Greek and Latin, whereby Latin was thought to be directly 
descended from a dialect of Greek with some alien admixtures (p. 49, 
above), and the alleged origin of all languages in Hebrew. Sea1iger recog
nized eleven language families, four major and seven minor ones, 
covering the continent of Europe, within which the member languages 
were genetically related but between which no relationship could be 
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established. These families agree broadly with modern groupings in so 
far as their member languages are concerned, but comprise what are 
now recognized as subfamilies of separate larger families, among them 
Indo-european and Finno-ugrian. 

The families which Scaliger conceived as the products of earlier 
single languages, on the model of Latin and the Romance languages, 
he designated lliuttersprachen or Matrices linguae (mother tongues). 
The four major families in his eleven correspond to the present-day 
Romance, Greek, Germanic, and Slavic groups within Indo-european. 
Working on the basis of lexical similarities between members of a 
family, he named each family by reference to the words for ' God', 
which showed obvious likenesses in form within each but not with the 
words in the other three. Thus he wrote of Deus languages, The6s 
languages, Godt languages, and Boge languages, respectively. In .view 
of his insight and its results one must regret that he did not look further 
into word forms exhibiting rather obvious similarities across the four 
families, before denying any relationship between them either lexical 
or grammatical. • 

It is typical of the period that Scaliger's groupings and his justifica
tion of them \Vere not properly examined or made the basis of further 
work by his contemporaries. But towards the end of the seventeenth 
century a more developed model of historical relationship between 
languages was put for\vard by t\vo Swedish scholars. A. Stiernliielrri 
(who continued to regard Hebrew as the source of all languages), in his 
edition of the Gothic Bible, set side by side the inflexions of Latin 
habere and Gothic haban (to have), and de3pite the non-cognation of 
the roots, of which he was unaware, he could argue from the personal 
endings that the two languages were closely related descendants of a 
single ancestor.•• In a public lecture, A. Jager spoke of an ancient 
language spreading, as the result of migrations, over Europe and part 
of Asia and producing thereby 'daughter' languages which in turn 
produced the languages known today as Persian, Greek, the Romance 
languages, the Slavic languages, Celtic, Gothic and the Germanic 
languages, while no trace of the original mother tongue survived. I I 

Nearly a century after Scaliger, Leibniz (r646-1716) turned his 
attention to historical linguistics in the course of his better known 
·philosophical speculations and discussions of synchronic linguistic 
questions (p. I 13, above). Leibniz saw no reason to discount a mono
genetic theory of the world's languages, but he did not seek their origin 
in any actually living or attested language, and he firmly placed Hebrew 
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within the Arabic family. Leibniz went to the opposite extreme from 
Scaliger; like Scaliger's, his smaller groups correspond with those made 
today, and Leibniz was one of the first to posit historical relations 
between Finnish and Hungarian, but he went further and on the basis 
of alleged common word 'roots' he set up two major divisions of the 
original language, J aphetic or Kelto-Scythian (a term used also by 
others) and Aramaic, covering respectively the languages of the north, 
including all Europe, and the languages of the south; thus he could 
link his system of relations between languages with the Biblical story of 
the sons of Noah (Genesis 10). 12 

Leibniz indicated some of the principles by which historical linguistic 
research is fruitfully undertaken. He pointed to the evidence in place
names and river names of the earlier distribution of languages over areas 
from which they had later receded either through the expulsion of the 
speakers or the replacement of the language after the arrival of new
comers; Leibniz refers to the Basque language, now confined to a corner 
of the Franco-Spanish border country in the western Pyrenees, whose 
extension over a larger area in the Iberia! peninsula is attested in this 
way. 13 

In view of the importance of etymological study in historical linguis
tics, Leibniz pressed for the preparation of grammars and dictionaries 
of the languages of the world, linguistic atlases, and a universal roman
based alphabet into which the non-roman scripts of languages could be 
transliterated. In particular he tried to encourage the rulers of Russia 

·to begin surveying the. many non-EI!ropean languages of their territory 
and the collection of word lists and standard texts from them. Mention 
may be made here also of J, Ludolf, 1624-1704, writer of Amharic and 
Ethiopic grammars, who in correspondence with Leibniz stressed the 
need for morphological as well as lexical evidence for establishing 
historical relationships. 14 

The systematic gathering of material that was going to serve in the 
comparative study of languages had been going on as a notable feature 
of the centuries after the Renaissance when the European world was 
expanding so rapidly. Word lists and language surveys, interlingual 
dictionaries, and texts, usually those forming part of Christian worship 
and in particular the Lord's Prayer, were laboriously prepared and 
published, more especially in the eighteenth century. Two such 
surveys went under the title Mithridates, in deference to the polyglot 
monarch of ancient Pontus (p. 47, above), the first by the Swiss C. 
Gesner in 1555, the second on the eve of the new era of historical 
studies in 1806 and 1817 by J. C. Adelung. 1 ' 
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Adelung's exposition stands typically on the borders between the 
older unsystematized periods of speculation and collection and the 
later epoch of the organization of genetically related families. His 
groupings were those of geographical propinquity, which he invested 
with historical significance, thus associating Greek and Latin in one 
closely united family. However, writing when he did, he included 
Sanskrit among the languages of India, and like Jones before him, 
pointed to the unmistakable evidence in Sanskrit of its historical 
connection with the major languages of Europe. r6 

Catherine II's linguistic interests in her Russian dominions resulted in 
the publication in 1786-9 of comparative word lists from two hundred 
languages; these were compiled by the German P. S. Pallas, who saw 
his work in a wider context, since he entitled it The comparative vocabu
laries of the languages of the whole world. 1' Pallas's work was reviewed 
by C. J. Kraus in 1787, in an essay covering the important fields in 
which comparative linguistics must look for its advances: phonetics, 
semantics, grammatical structure, and the geographical location and 
distribution of languages. 18 By virtue both of its date an.d of its very 
real merits, this essay can still be read as an introduction to the study 
of comparative and historical linguistics. 

Much of the gathering of diverse language material that took place 
in the eighteenth century must appear today rather haphazard and 
unformed by any comprehensive or directing theory; just as the rather 
general theories on the origin and development of language put out in 
the same period, which were noticed in the preceding chapter, seem to 
be largely empty speculation in the absence of adequate data from 
actual languages. But both these separate trends take their place in the 
stream of history, contingently but fortunately occurring in the years 
just prior to the seminal discovery of the relations between Sanskrit and 
the major languages of Europe, which in the favourable academic 
circumstances of the early nineteenth century was the stimulus to the 
integration of theory and data in an era of continuous progress. 

In large part, linguistics in this century was concentrated on the 
historical study of the Indo-european languages wherein most of the 
advances and refinements in method and theory took place. This period 
of linguistics was almost the preserve of German scholarship, and those 
working in it from other countries were either trained in Germany like 
the American W. D. Whitney or were German expatriates like Max 
Muller at Oxford. As was seen above, the European discovery of Sans
krit was the primary source of this development, and a number of the 
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early scholars in historical linguistics were themselves Sanskritists, such 
as the brothers A. W. and F. Schlegel (1767-1845 and 1772-1829), 
F. Bopp (1791-1867), and A. F. Pott (1802-87). 

In 18o8 F. Schlegel published his treatise On the language and the 
learning of the Indians, 1 ' wherein he stressed the importance of studying 
the 'inner structures' of languages (i.e. their morphology) for the light 
that could be shed on their genetic relationships, 20 and it appears that 
the term vergleichende Grammatik ('comparative grammar', still a fre
quently used title for comparative and historical linguistics) was origi
nated by Schlegel. It was indeed the comparison of the inflexional and 
derivational morphology of Sanskrit and the other Indo-european 
languages, especially Latin and Greek, on which the early comparatists 
concentrated. One may note the title of Bopp's publication of 1816, On 
the conjugation system of Sanskrit, in comparison with that of Greek, 

. Latin, Persian, and German, 21 and more significantly the title of 
T. Benfey's later account of the first half of the nineteenth century's 
work, The history df linguistics and Oriental philology in Germany. 22 In 
the high tide of German nationalism, three years after the Prussian 
needle-gun had defeated the forces of Austria at Koniggratz and two 
years before the founding of the German Empire after the Franco
Prussian war, Benfey could write that the early workers in this field 
helonged among 'the brightest stars of the German intellectual heaven', 
and thai the company of distinguished men who had contributed to the 
development of this branch of learning were almost exclusively the sons 
of the fatherlan-d. 23 · · · 

Admitting the justice of this claim, one should none the less point 
out that two pioneering attacks on linguistic relationship through the 
comparative study of inflexions had been made outside Indo-european 
by non-German scholars at the end of the preceding century. In 1770 
P. Sajnovics published his Proof that the languages of the Hungarians 
and the Lapps are one and the same, and in 1799 S. Gyarmathi proved 
the historical kinship of Hungarian and Finnish. 24 

Four of the scholars best known in the linguistic science of the early 
nineteenth century are the Dane R. Rask (1787-1832) and the Germans 
J. Grimm (1785-1863), F. Bopp (1791-1867), and W. von Humboldt 
(1767-1835), and it is with Rask and Grimm that the comparative and 
historical study of the In<;!o-european family can be properly said to 
begin. The term indogermanisch (Indogermanic) appears first in 1823 
and was used by Pott in 1833; in English Indo-european is cited from 
1814. 
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It is often said, and justifiably said, that Rask, Grimm, and Bopp 
were the founders of scientific·· historical linguistics. Rask wrote the 
first systematic grammars of Old Norse and Old English 2 '; and 
Grimm's Deutsche Grammatik (Germanic rather than German gram
mar)26 is hailed as the start of Germanic linguistics. The now universal 
terms strong and weak, of inflexions (stark and sclzwach), Ablaut (vowel 
gradation), and Umlaut (vowel change ascribable to earlier environmen
tal conditions) are all technical terms invented by Grimm; and though 
the existence of different sets of sound changes in the histories of 
individual languages had been asserted by A. Turgot in his article on 
etymology in the French Encyclopaedia in 1756,21 it was Rask who 
first brought order into etymological relationships by setting out syste
matic comparisons of word forms, matching a sound in one language 
with a sound in another exemplified in numbers of different words. He 
wrote: 'If there is found between two languages agreement in the forms 
of indispensable words to such an extent that rules of letter changes can 
be discovered for passing from one to the other, then there is a basic 
relationship between these languages.' 2s The· corresppndences now 
known under the title of 'Grimm's law' were in fact first stated. and 
illustrated by Rask in the work just quoted. 

'Grimm's law' first appeared in the second edition of his Deutsche 
Grammatik (1822), after he had read Rask's work, in a long section on 
'l~tters' (von den Buchstaben). With. hindsight we see the importance ·in 
history of Grimm's formulation as the first ·of the sound laws that were 
to form the structure and support of Indo-european and of other 
language families. It remains the best known of all sets of sound 
correspondences within Indo-european, essentially embracing relations 
between consonant classes of three articulatory places and three types 
of release in the Germanic languages as compared with other Indo
european languages. These relations were set out by Grimm in Greek, 
Gothic, and Old High German; they needed later supplementation by 
Verner's law to account for the differential results of the place of the 
primitive word accent, and the traditional circularity with which the 
correspondences are set out, and Grimm's use of Kreislauf (rotation) to 
describe the successive changes from the pre-Germanic stage repre
sented by Greek through Gothic to Old High German depended on 
the thoroughly unphonetic identification of aspirated plosives such as 
[p•J, [t•J, [k•J, with the corresponding fricatives [f], [6], [x] (or [h]), an 
identification surely only possible when the study of sound change was ! 
still undertaken as the study of letters. But though the terminology of \ 
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'letter changes' and some of its confusion persisted with Rask and 
Grimm, their work marks a very definite advance on the hitherto rather 
indiscriminate assumptions on the possibilities of substituting one 
sound (letter) for another in the history of languages. Detailed exempli
fications from the word forms of .specific languages, and the later 
systematic study of etymology and sound changes such as Pott set out 
in his Etymological investigations in the field of the Indogermanic langu
ages, 29 now gave a solid factual basis for the generalized a priori assump
tions of eighteenth-century thinkers on the origin and development of 
language, rather as a century later the descriptions of more and more 
languages as existing systems of communication were to constitute a 
necessary observational check and corrective to the speculations of the 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 'universal grammarians'. 

One should, however, try to see the work of these early comparative 
and historical linguists in their contemporary context as well, not 

. merely as they can be. fitted into. our own subsequent picture of the 
development of linguistics. The very term 'Grimm's law' is an ana
chronism; he did not make technical use of the word law to describe 
what he referred to as sound shift (Lautverschiebung); and in a much 
quoted passage he remarked: 'The sound shift is a general tendency; it 
is not followed in every case'. JO Grimm and Bopp were very much the 
children of their own age, inspired by the historicism and nationalism 
charaCteristic of the Romaritic.era in which they lived and with which 
they were in sympathy. A. W. Schlegel was the German translator of 
Shakespeare, thereafter regarded as part of. German literature (' unser · 
Shakespeare') and considered in spirit very much in tune with the 
Sturm und Drang (storm and stress) and Romantic movements in 
German life and letters. Grimm worked with his brother Wilhelm in 
collecting the German folktales that formed the basis of 'Grimm's 
fairy tales', known and loved by children the .world over. This work 
along with Jacob Grimm's Germanic language studies belong to the 
general upsurge of national pride in the German language that began in 
the early eighteenth century, when Leibniz proposed the compilation 
of a dictionary of all the varieties of German," and saw such a 
remarkable flowering in German literature from then on. 

Grimm applied the ideas of Herder (p. I 52, above) on the close 
relationship between a nation and its language to the historical dimen
sion of language, seeing, indeed, in the-sound s.hift to which he gave his 
name an early assertion of independence on the part of the ancestors 
of the German peoples,JZ nationalistic interpretations of linguistic 
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phenomena carried still further by W. Scherer two· generations 
later.33 

Linguistic conceptions of the eighteenth century formed much of the 
setting for early nineteenth-century work. Rask's Investigation was an 
essay awarded a prize by the Danish Academy of Science for research 
into the source from which the ancient Scandinavian language could 
most surely be derived, 34 though he refused to recognize this·' source' 
in any extant or attested actual language. Bopp saw as the main purpose 
of his Conjugation system the reconstruction of the original grammatical 
structure of the language whose gradual disintegration had produced 
the attested languages of the Indo-european family." Linguistic change 
was conceived as the breakdown of an original integral language state, 36 

and Sanskrit was considered at this time to be, not indeed the original 
language of the family, but the nearest to it in morphological structure. 
In a striking metaphor Meillet declared that in his quest for the original 
state of the Indo-european language Bopp was led to discover the 
principles of comparative grammar as Christopher Columbus discovered 
America in his search for a new route to India.37 In his later Compara
tive grammar Bopp declared his aims to be a comparative description 
of the languages concerned, an investigation of the laws governing· 
them, and the origin of their inflexional forms.3 8 

Both the use of comparison. as the clu.e to earlie_r history and the con
ception of change as degeneration from primitive integrity were com
mon property of the scientific thought of the time. 39 In analysing the 
'inflexional forms of languages of the Indo-·european family Bopp kept 
alive two other eighteenth-century ideas. He tended to regard inflexions 
as the result of earlier affixation of formerly separate·auxiliary words, a 
mode of etymologizing already favoured by Horne Tooke (p. I 57, above). 
Thus he analysed the Gothic weak preterites like sokidedun (they 
searched) as containing an original verb 'to do', and Latin futures and 
imperfects in -b- (amiibO, I shall love, amiibam, I was loving, etc.) as 
derived from the root blzii-, to be (in fui, I was, etc.). As was noticed 
earlier such processes of word formation do take place, and some of 
Bopp's etymologies are accepted; but his generalizing of the process to 
the extent of analysing Latin amiiris, you are loved, from *amiisis, as 
having an element -s- cognate with the reflexive pronoun s( e), and 
Greek sigmatic aorists and futures like eliisa and liisii, I loosed, I shall 
loose, as containing part of the verb 'to be' (Greek es-, Sanskrit as-) is 
pressing a priori theory against what the facts warrant. Bopp also, 
in fact, assumed that formal exponents of root (attribute), copula 
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(predication), and person (subject) would be found in inflected 
\'erbal forms as a general rule, citing a plausible Latin example 
possum, I am able, and some untenable examples such as anuivi, I 
loved, in which he identified the -v- with the root bhii-, to be. 4° While 
much of his etymology on these lines is impossible, his aim can be seen 
as that of giving formal expression to the logical analysis of verbs 
current among the Port Royal grammarians and some others in earlier 
centuries. 4 1 

\'1-'ilhelm von Humboldt was one of the profoundest thinkers on 
general linguistic questions in the nineteenth century, and one wonders 
whether, if his style had been less diffuse and his ideas more worked 
out and exemplified than they were, and his voluminous works were 
better known and more widely read, he would not be accorded a 
position comparable to that given to de Saussure as one of the founders 
of modern linguistic thought. He was one of the few early nineteenth
century linguists not concentrating predominantly on history. He did 
not, in fact, sharply distinguish the two aspects of linguistics, synchrony 
and diachrony, and he drew on his own knowledge and on what he read 
in Bopp and others to seek answers to the questions he raised of an 
essentially general linguistic kind. 

Humboldt, brother of the geographer and ethnographer A. von 
Humboldt, played an important part in the public affairs of Prussia, was 
a widely travelled persori, and had a knO\vledge·of a number of languages, 
\vestern and oriental, together with some acquaintance with a few 
American-Indian languages. He published a quantity of writings, on 
language and languages, of which the most important is The variety of 
human language structure, first published posthumously as a lengthy 
introduction to his description of the ancient Kawi language of Java.•' 

Humboldt's theory of language lays stress on the creative linguistic 
ability inherent in every speaker's brain or-mind.-A language is to be 
identified with the living capability by which speakers produce and 
understand utterances, not with the observed products of the acts of 
speaking and writing; in his words it is a creative ability (energeia, 
Tiitigkeit, Erzeugung), not a mere product (ergon, Werk, Erzeugtes).43 
Still less should a language be identified with the dead products of the 
grammarian's analysis. The capacity for language is an essential part of 
the human mind; otherwise language could not have originated just 
environmentally; and by the nature of this capacity languages can be 
changed and adapted as circumstances require, and only so can the 
central fact (and mystery !) of language be explained: that speakers can 
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make infinite use of the finite linguistic resources available to them at 
any time. 44 Therefore no matter how much one analyses and describeR 
a language, something of its essential nature remains unsaid, a point 
that perhaps linguists of today who look to Humboldt for part of their 
theory should heed. 4S 

Though the capacity for language is universal, Humboldt follows the 
lines of Herder's thought in asserting the individuality of each different 
language as a peculiar property of the nation or the group who speak it 
(here the nineteenth-century nationalist arguments based on linguistic 
identification are prominent). The articulatory basis of speaking is 
common to all men, but sound only serves as the passive material for 
the formal constitution or structure of the language (innere Sprach
form). 46 Humboldt's innere Sprachform is the semantic and grammatical 
structure of a language, embodying elements, patterns and rules imposed 
on the raw material of speech. In part it is common to all men, being 
involved in man's intellectual equipment; but in part also the separate 

· Sprachform of each language constitutes its formal identity and differ
ence from all other languages (thus it may be likened in some degree to 
the langue of de Saussure's later langue-parole dichotomy). This organ
izing principle of each language governs its syllable structures, its 
grammar, and its lexicon, the distinction between the latter two being 
of paedagogical significance only. 47 The late~t potenti,Uities of .each 

· language's innere Sprachform ·are the field of its literary artists, and,· 
more important, the language and thought of a people are inseparable. 
Humboldt carries -further Herder's conception of the parallel develop
ment of thought and language: 'a people's speech is their spirit, and 
their spirit is their speech'. 48 

Every language is a product of its past, and some languages show a 
greater advance than others as instruments and models of thinking. 
Typically of the time, he declared Sanskrit to be the best developed 
language of any that were known. 49 Thinking and perception are only 
made definite and communicable through a language, thought and 
language being interdependent and inseparable; words are not indivi
dual labels or names, but at the same time they both denote something 
and put it in a distinct category of thought.•• The words of every 
language are organized in a systematic whole, so much so that the 
utterance of a single word presupposes the whole of the language as a · 

· semantic and grammatical structure; only loans from foreign languages 
can constitute extrasystemic isolates. SI Differences between languages, 
therefore, turn not merely on the different speech sounds used by them, 
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but involve differences in the speakers' interpretation and understanding 
of the world they live in (Weltansicht}.' 2 

The influence of this mode of thinking about language was not felt 
immediately. It has been pointed out that while he cites his contempo
raries freely they do not appear to have made great use of his ideas. 53 

But a number of lines can be traced from him to later nineteenth- and 
twentieth -century work. H. Steinthal (his pupil) and W. W undt drew 
on him in their development of linguistic psychology and national 
psychology ( Volkerpsychologie), and the aesthetic and idealistic school 
developed his teaching on the individuality, creativity, and artistic 
potentiality of every language. 54 More recently there have appeared 
various 'neo-Humboldtian' trends in European linguistics, particularly 
associated with the work of L. Weisgerber on- German, and the rele
vance of Humboldt's views to Whorfian theories in America needs no 
elaboration. A direct line has been traced in American linguistics from 
Humboldt through D. G. Brinton (who translated some of his publica: 
tions), F. Boas, and E. Sapir to B. L. Wharf, with particular reference 
to work on the languages of native America. ss 

One may also see how I{antian theory was itself influential in Hum
boldt's thinking. Kant's theory of perception involved sensations pro
duced by the external world being ordered by categories or 'intuitions' 
(Anschauungen) imposed by the mind, notably those of space, time and 

-causality. This was a universal philosophical theory; Humboldt 
adapted it relativistically and linguistically by making the innere 
Sprachform of each language responsible for the ordering and categori-
zing of the data of experience, so that speakers of different .languages 
live partly in different worlds and have different systems of thinking. 
One notes the use by Humboldt of the three verbal nouns Anschauen 
Denken, and Fiihlen (perception, thinking, and feeling) in connection 
with the operation of language.s6 

Possibly Humboldt's best known contribution to linguistic theory 
is his tripartite language typology, isolating, agglutinative, and flexional, 
according to the predominant structure of the word as a grammatical 
unit.S7 This, however, was common ground to a number of contempo
raries. F. Schlegel divided languages into those making grammatical use 
of internal changes of word form and those employing serially ordered 
elements; commenting on this A. W. Schlegel set up the three classes 
of isolating, affixing, and inflecting languages, a system presented 
somewhat differently by Bopp.ss 

Ideas about the typological development of language had been put 
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forward in the eighteenth century (pp. 150-9, above), and Humboldt 
conceived his scheme as historically relevant, although primarily a matter 
of synchronic classification. In his Origin of grammatical forms and their 
influence on the development of thought ( r 822) he traced the passage of 
languages from bare reference to objects, through the agglutination of 
auxiliary meaningful elements, to true inflexion as seen in Latin, Greek, 
and Sanskrit; but in The variety of human language structure (r836) the 
typology is one of description and grading. The two typological poles 
are Chinese and Sanskrit, the purest analytic or isolating language 
and the purest flexional language respectively, all others, includ
ing the agglutinative languages ('hybrids') being ranged between 
them.•• 

Humboldt recognized the value and the potentialities of any language 
structure, but his preference was for flexional languages, those langu
ages whose grammatical word form variations involve either internal 
root changes- or affixes bonded into the word by morphophonemic 
alternations of the-constituent morphemes (to use later terminology) so 
that the formal unity of the word is reinforced. At the other typological 
extreme, his attitude to Chinese is peculiar; like so many others at the 
time (and later) he regarded Chinese as devoid of formai grammatical 
classes or distinctions, but just for that reason having its own particular 
excellence as a language. He envisaged the growth and development of 
inflexions in the formative stage of a language, followed by their gradual 
decline in favour of a ·more analytical type of structure such as is seen 
in English. Chinese, however, had preserved its "original isolating struc
ture through its great linguistic conservatism, and Humboldt fancifully 
pointed out that should a form of Sanskrit have developed devoid of all 
its former inflexions, it would be quite different in grammatical struc
ture from Chinese which had never had any (in fact, some Sinologists 
today consider that the state in which Chinese is known to us now is 
the result of the loss of an earlier inflexional system). 6o 

In a separate section Humboldt divided sentence structures into 
three types also: those, as in Chinese, with no overt grammatical links 
between words, those like Sanskrit wherein word forms signal gramma
tical relations, and the type evinced by some American-Indian langu
ages in which the essential structure of the sentence is incorporated 
into a single word (incorporating or polysynthetic languages). In 
neither of these typologies; of word form or of sentence form, was any 
one type wholly exclusive of features appropriate to the others. Con
fusion results if the two typologies are combined into one, making 
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incorporation a fourth term in the word form typology, where it 
merely cross-cuts inflexion and agglutination. 6I 

In the mid-nineteenth century perhaps the most influential and 
historically important figure in linguistics was A. Schleicher (182I-68). 

In his relatively short life he wrote a number of works on historical 
linguistics and linguistic theory, of which the best known is his Com
pendium of the comparative grammar of the Indogermanic languages. 6z 

The title is significant; comparative and historical linguistics in the 
Indo-european field was now considered a fit subject for systematic 
presentation in a handbook setting out the position so far achieved. 
Schleicher's own development in the theory of historical linguistics is 
shown in the subtitle: Outline of a phonology and morphology of the 
Indogernzanic parent language. It had been the achievement of the early 
nineteenth century to work out the conception of historically related 
families of languages, each containing a definite number of members, 
derived from an· ancestor no longer extant (instead of looking among 
known languages for the 'oldest' or the 'original'). Schleicher turned 
'his attention to the nature and forms of this hypothetical ancestor and 
the genetic relationships linking it with its known descendants. 

Schleicher had learned a number of European languages in his 
youth. He made something like a field study of Lithuanian, and his 
Hand~ook of the Lithuanian language was the first and is still a good 
scientific description of that language. 6 ' His· interests emoraced philO
sophy (of the Hegelian variety) and natural science, in particular 
botany, as well as linguistics. The Stanzmbaumtheorie or genealogical 
tree model, by which he set out the relations between the parent 
language and the known Indo-european languages, owes something to 
the methods of botanical classification by species and groups in the 
Linnaean system, but it may well have been partly inspired by the 
comparative method of reconstructing the genealogy of manuscripts 
expounded by F. Ritschl, one of his teachers. 6< 

Extant languages were grouped together, by the possession of dis
tinctive shared characteristics (lexical correspondences and the results 
of sound changes), into subfamilies, Germanic, Italo-celtic, etc., for 
each of which a parent Grundsprache (common language) was assumed 
(like the known spoken Latin as the parent of the Romance languages), 
and all of these were traced back to a single Ursprache (original langu
age) possessing the characteristics shared by them all. This common 
ancestor of the Indo-european languages could be reconstructed by the 
comparison of the attested corresponding forms in the various sub-
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families, and the whole system of the languages in their historical rela
tions was set out in the tree diagram. 6s Such reconstructed forms were, 
of course, different from known forms (and from inferred forms in a 
partially known language, as in the (different) reconstruction of a frag
mentary inscription), and Schleicher initiated the practice of distin
guishing them with an asterisk (whence the later term 'starred forms'); 
but he still felt sufficient confidence in his reconstructions actually to 
publish a fable composed. in the Ursprache, just as one might today 
compose a passage in a dead language, a venture for which later writers 
have enjoyed criticizing him. 66 

The Stammbaumtheorie, as Schleicher's genealogical model is often 
called,_ represents an important development in Indo-european his
torical linguistics, and in historical linguistic theory in general. It pro
vides one means of displaying the members of a linguistic family, and 
reading from the inferred ancestor downwards one gets some picture 
of the history ·and ·the historical relations of the individual languages. 
It is, however, open to certain objections, objections which do not 
require its abandonment but only a sensible interpretation of its inevit
ably metaphorical representation of the facts. Languages do not sharply 
split at a given point in time corresponding to the division of a line in 
the tree; the splitting process begins sub dialectally and proceeds through 
increasing dialectal divergence until the assumption of two or more 
distinct languages is warranted. This is a lengthy and a gradual process, 
and the point at which each stage is 'reached must remain arbitrary. 
Moreover, as long as geographical contiguity penriits linguistic con
tacts between speakers, different dialects and even different languages 
can continue to influence one another (in this respect the development 
of a language family and that of a botanical family are quite different 

· processes, although both can be represented by a tree diagram). This 
last point was appreciated by Schleicher's successors, including his · 
pupil J. Schmidt, who recognized that certain sets of features were _ 
uniquely but differently shared by different groups of languages within 
Indo-european, thus invalidating the single splits of the Stammbawn
theorie. Schmidt supplemented this rather than replaced it, by his 
Wellentheorie, or theory of waves of innovations, linguistic changes, 
including sound changes, that spread over a given area from dialect to 
dialect or even from language to language as long as linguistic contacts 
remained. 67 . 

Schleicher's model serves best as a literal representation of linguistic 
history, when language diffusion takes place over distances that involve 
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the near total severance of the speakers, such, for example, as took place 
in the historical period with the Dutch settlers in South Africa and in 
certain isolated Spanish-speaking communities in the Latin New 
World. 

The other major objection to a quite literal interpretation of the tree 
model is that it suggests that dialectal divisions are the most recent 
feature of linguistic history, since dialects occur at the end points of 
the tree. Only exceptionally, as in the case of ancient Greek, do we 
have an adequate knowledge of the dialect situation in dead languages; 
and the Ursprache and intermediate common languages are set up pre
cisely on what is assumed to have been common in each to all the 
speakers. But all our knowledge of the conditions of language leads us 
to believe that dialect division was at least as pronounced in early days 
as it was later (probably more so), and indeed certain sets of corres
pondences within the Indo-european languages seem to demand the 
recognition of certain dialectal isoglosses already established within tlie 
Ursprache during the supposed period of unity. In so far as a strictly 
literal interpretation can be placed on the .model, it should be read up
wards as part of the historical linguist's method rather than downward· 
as an accurate picture of historical events. 

One important feature of the Stammbaumtheorie is that Sanskrit now 
began to assume its proper position in the family. Schleicher assigned 
it a place like any other language,. in the 'Arian' (Indo-iranian) group, 
though he assumed that the Sanskrh vowel system fa/, /if, fuf (the fef 
.and fof of classical .Sanskrit were later derivatives of diphthongs6B) was 
also the original Indo-european vowel system; triadic systems of any 
kind may have appealed to his Hegelian upbringing. Subsequent study 
has shown that the Sanskrit language had undergone changes, since the 
separation of its branch from the original unitary state, at least to the 
same extent as the other Indo-european languages. 

In the form in which Schleicher set them down neither the tree 
diagram nor the forms of the Ursprache have remained unaltered; 
further study by Indo-european specialists altered both the grouping 
of languages within the branches of the tree, the forms of the recon
structions, and the phonological inventory ascribed to the Ursprache. 
Even between r86r and r89r G. von der Gabelentz could say that this 
reconstructed language had suffered great changes in its forms, 69 and 
the twentieth-century discovery of the relatedness of Hittite to the 
Indo-european languages further altered the picture. These topics and 
the detailed research into the different groups of languages within 



COMPARATIVE AND HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS 181 

Indo-european that was pursued during this period are matters for the 
history of Indo-european comparative linguistics rather than for the 
course of general linguistics as a whole. 7° 

Schleicher's theory of linguistic history, whatever its original 
inspiration may have been, was in line with Darwinian ideas prevalent 
in the second half of the century. He recognized this, and in r863 
published a short treatise on Darwinian theory and linguistics. 7I He 
regarded himself as a natural scientist and his field, language, as one of 
the natural organisms of the world, to be treated by the methods of 
natural science, one moreover that independently of its speakers' will or 
consciousness has its periods of growth, maturity, and decline. n Such 
ideas were current already, though less elaborated; Bopp had written 
that languages should be 'regarded as natural organic objects that grow 
according to definite laws and, carrying in themselves their own living 
principle, go through the phases of development and in the end perish. 7J 

Schleicher maintained that Darwin's 'theori as worked out for the 
animal and vegetable kingdoms was broadly appropriate for linguistic 
history, and that the diffusion of different languages over the earth's 
surface and their contacts and conflicts could be likened to the struggle 
for existence in the world of living things, in which the Indo-european 
languages were victorious! 74 

Schleicher's biological approach to language governed both his 
theory of the Ursprache and his treatment of linguistic typology. He 
regarded the three current language types, isolating, agglutinating, and 
tlexional, as representing historical stages in the growth of languages to· · 
their highest point of organization,75 As has been seen, such historicist 
ideas go back to eighteenth-century speculation, and something similar 
had been put forward by Humboldt. Schleicher went rather further, 
locating tbe growth period in prehistory as far as the Indo-european 
family was concerned, with the unitary Ursprache as reconstructed by 
him representing the mature undamaged stage, subsequent historical 
developments being part of the decline. 76 This could in some degree be 
supported by the more flexional structure of the ancient classical 
languages as compared with their later descendants; but one notices 
from Grimm on a definite admiration for flexional morphology, more 
especially in its 'purest' manifestation by Ablaut as being the best mode 
of grammatical exponence. National feeling may subconsciously have 
had some influence; Ablaut is an important formative process in Ger
manic languages, and more fully exploited in German than, for ex
ample, in English ( cp. the inflexional and derivational use of vowel 
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gradation in such a word series as sprechen, to speak, sprach, spoke, 
gesprochen, spoken, sprich, speak!, Gespriich, conversation, Spruch, 
saying, proverb, Spriiclze (plural)). 

Grimm had written earlier of the 'strong' (Ablaut-using) inflexions 
of the Germanic languages as a potent and characteristic feature of this 
group, though Ablaut is, in fact, found in many languages of otherwise 
quite different composition. 77 As regards historical decline, Schleicher 
was very hard on English; referring to the changes undergone by the 
language since its separation from the others, he wrote that they show 
how quickly the language of a people important in history and in 
literary history can decline.7S 

The major linguistic controversy in the last quarter of the century 
was concerned with what is now referred to as the neogrammarian or 
Junggrammatiker doctrine. In treating this as part of the history of 
linguistics, which one should do, one is already within the bounds of 
contemporary history. Neogrammarian principles and their implica
tions are, or ought to be, part of any teaching course in general linguis
tics, and expositions of them are to be found in serious textbooks on the 
subject.79 

This, of course, is very far from saying that the neogrammarian 
standpoint is understood and taught today in the precise way in which 
its protagonists understood and defined it. As an important and chal
lenging event, its formulation evoked a considerable and an immediate 
reaction, and, of more significance, stimulated a number of different 
lines of research and thinking in direct response to what had been said. 
Much of our linguistic theory, in particular our theory- of historical 
linguistics, would not bear the form it bears. today but for its direct · 
dependence on the neogrammarians. In this sense they are part of the 
contemporary linguistic scene, and 'we are all neogrammarians now'. 

In surveying the neogrammarian epoch in a history of linguistics \Ye 
must endeavour to see it both in its setting when neogrammarian 
principles were first propounded in a reaction to what had been said 
and done before, and in its setting as part of subsequent linguistic 
theory; in other words, we want to understand both how the nco
grammarians interpreted their work and how linguists today find it 
profitable to interpret and use it. 

The essence of the neogrammarian theory was summarily set forth in 
a programmatic article in a journal founded by its two major propo
nents, H. Osthoff and K. Brugmann, in which the following statements 
were made: All sound changes, as mechanical processes, take place 
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according to laws that admit no exceptions (ausnahmslose Lautgesetze) 
within the same dialect, and the same sound will in the same environ
ment always develop in the same way; but analogical creations and 
reformations of specific words as lexical or grammatical entities are 
equally a universal component of linguistic change at all periods of 
history and prehistory. so 

Similar views had been expressed by different scholars in the pre
ceding years; it fell to Osthoff and Brugmann formally to declare them 
as indispensable to historical linguistics and cheerfully to accept as 
ofiicial the title 'neogrammarian' (Junggrammatiker), originally a poli
tically inspired nickname given to a group of young scholars in Leipzig, 
where they worked. _ 

The conception of the sound law had been late in developing; Grimm 
had none of it, and mid-century scholars such as Schleicher were not 
troubled by apparent exceptions to the general run of sound changes in 
a language. But the years that· followed the public-ation of Schleicher's 
Compendium had seen the results of detailed research in the various 
branches of the Indo-european family, yielding more material and more 
evidence of order lying behind the sets of formal correspondences that 
had either puzzled or escaped the notice of earlier scholars; and it was 
seen that the existence of comparative and historical linguistics as a 
science rested on the assumption of regularity of sound change. The 
history of a language is -traced through recorded variations in the forms 
and meanings of its words, and languages are proved to be related 
by reason of their possession of words bearing formal and semantic 
correspondences to each other such as cannot be attributed to mere 
chance or to recent borrowing. If sound change were not regular, if 
word forms were subject to random, inexplicable, and unmotivated 
variation in the course of time, such arguments would lose their validity 
and linguistic relations could only be established historically by extra
linguistic evidence such as is provided in the Romance field of languages 
descended from Latin. 

The advance of scientific work without the explicit formulation of 
the theory on which its validity rests is no unusual occurrence in the 
history of science. The implications of nineteenth-century comparative 
and historicallinguistics were stated in I 876 by A. Leskien: 'If one 
admits optional, contingent, and unconnected changes, one is basically 
stating that the object of one's research, language, is not amenable to 
scientific recognition'.s 1 Others had spoken to similar effect though less 
explicitly; Verner, in his exposition of what is now known as 'Verner's 
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law', showed that a large number of apparent exceptions to the Ger
manic sound shift as formulated by Grimm could be systematically 
explained by reference to the position of the word accent in the earlier 
stages of the Indo-european family (e.g. Sanskrit (at the period when 
the I-E accent survived) bhrdta, Gothic bropar, brother, but pitd,jadar, 
father); significantly he entitled his article 'An exception to the first 
sound shift', and wrote: 'There must be a rule for exceptions to a rule; 
the only question is to discover it.' sz The further implication of the 
theory was that systematic correspondences between sounds in langu
ages demonstrate their relatedness, not merely the special case of 
similarity in actual phonetic shape; this was later clearly stated by 
A. Meillet. 83 

Grimm and his contemporaries lay under the influence of the 
Romantic movement; Schleicher saw his work within the context of 
Darwinian theory; the neogrammarians wished to make historical lin
guistics an exact science with its methods in line with those natural 
sciences which had made such striking advances in the nineteenth 
century. Nineteenth-century scientists held strongly to the universality 
of natural laws, realistically conceived; the nniformity of nature was a 
current dogma. B< In this vein Osthoff wrote of sonnd laws proceeding 
by blind necessity, independently of the individual's will; Bs neverthe
less, language was not a supra-individnal organic entity with its own 
growth and life, as the earlier Humboldt and Schleicher and. the· later. 

·de Saussure (under Durkheimian inil.nence) asserted; it simply had its 
existence in the individuals composing a speech community, and linguis
tic changes were changes in individuals' speech habits. In the interests 
of what they held to be a scientific outlook, the neogrammarians set 
their faces against the a p .. iori and speculative conceptions of such pre
decessors as Schleicher with his distinction of a prehistoric period of 
growth and a historic period of decline. Except for the nature of the 
evidence, they argued that there was no difference between these 
periods as far as linguistic changes were concerned. Indeed, they drew 
attention away from the Ursprache as a supposed prehistoric reality to 
the data available in written records and in the spoken dialects of the 
present day; and from the neogrammarians stems the conception of 
Indo-european forms as formulae rather than as actual words or 
morphs. In a rather brutally expressed paragraph, Osthoff and Brug
maim attacked any speculation beyond what the facts strictly warranted: 
'Only that comparative linguist who forsakes the hypothesis-laden 
atmosphere of the workshop in which Indogermanic root-forms are 
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forged, and comes out into the clear light of tangible present-day 
actuality in order to obtain from this source information which vague 
theory cannot ever afford him, can arrive at a correct presentation of the 
life and the transformations of linguistic forms.' 86 

Not for the last time in our science were data-orientation and theory
orientation to be brought into personal opposition. The neogrammar
ians concerned themselves with data and with laws go:verning the data, 
drawing on the sciences of physiology (in phonetics) and psychology to 
cover the domains of sound change and analogical reformation or resis
tance. Such down-to-earth movements are a continual necessity in a 
science, but the neogrammarian abandonment of unprofitablt; specula
tion in favour of the meticulous attention to detail was bought at the 
cost of the temporary neglect of much that was fecund in the work of 
earlier linguists. The structural conception of language suggested by 
Humboldt, especially in his theory of innere Sprachfonn found no place 
in their work; and the areas of linguistics lying outside the immediate 
concern of the neogrammarians were generally treated from a historic.al 
point of view. H. Paul's Principles of .the history of language (I88o) 
exemplifies this (chapter 4), and more strikingly so does M. Breal's 
Essay on semantics (I897), although he may claim credit in history for 
introducing into linguistics the now universally used term 'semantics' 
(sbtJantique). 81 Perhaps it was in reaction to this onesided influence on 
linguistic studies exercised by the historicism ·or the period culmimiting · 
in the neogrammarian school, dominant at the end of the century, that 
some twentieth-century structuralists and descriptivists have seemed 
never to tire of contemptuous references to the 'neogrammarian rut' 
and to '·neogrammarian atomism.,. 

Certainly the school, despite the opposition it aroused, became 
dominant, as it deserved to. The books of Bopp and Schleicher were 
replaced by the formidable Outline of the comparative grammar of the 
Indogermanic languages of Brugmann and Delbriick (Delbriick being 
responsible for the syntactic sections). Paul's Principles expounded neD
grammarian theory, deciaring that a scientific treatment of language 
must be a historical treatment, while W. Meyer-Liibke applied the 
theory to the field of the Romance languages. sa In England J. Wright, 
and in France A. Meillet were both trained in neogrammarian linguis
tics; and· so were the founders of American linguistics, F. Boas, 
E. Sapir, and L. Bloomfield. Bloomfield's work on the comparative and 
historical study of the Algonkian family of American-Indian languages 
brilliantly applies the theory and methods, together with Bloomfield's 
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descriptive abilities, to an entirely distinct and remote language 
family.S9 

As has recently been pointed out, 9° the neogrammarians mark one of 
the really significant stages in the history of linguistics in the past two 
centuries. Their influence was threefold: in the encouragement given 
by their approach to linguistic science, in the immediate reactions of 
those shocked by them, and in the reactions of later generations. 

Two fields that the neogramm<trians saw to be very relevant to 
historical linguistics as they wished it to be pursued were phonetics and 
dialectology. Descriptive phonetics, whose history in Europe goes back at 
least to the Renaissance (pp. 117-19, above), had its own line of develop
ment in the nineteenth century, which it will be convenient to review 
in the next chapter. It received powerful reinforcement from the nco
grammarian emphasis on living languages and on the inadequacy of the 
letters of dead languages in giving information on their actual pronun
ciations. Never again could there be an excuse for confusing written 
letter with spoken sound. E. Sievers's Principles of phonetics ( 1876) bears 
the further explanatory title Iniroduction to the study of the sounds of the 
Indogermanic languages. 91 

The spoken dialects of Europe had been a focus of linguistic attention 
since the Romantic movement sanctified everything connected with 
'the people', but the neogrammarians made them a vital field for 
scientific investigation in the light they could shed on linguistic change, 
since they represented the latest stage in the diversification of the Indo
european family.92 Dialect studies, dialect surveys, and the pubiication 
of dialect atlases began in earnest during this period, even though some 
of the strongest opponents of neogrammarian doctrine were found 
among the dialectologists. 

The challenging way in which the neogrammarians propounded their 
principles, although they were largely the tacit implications of the 
century's previous work, threw more weight on the study of loan words 
and on linguistic borrowing as a universal feature of the history of 
languages, and on analogy as an ever present tendency. Both these 
factors had been recognized before in linguistics, the existence of loan 
words since antiquity; and in ancient Greek synchronic grammatical 
theory, analogy, the regularity of the corresponding forms of gramma
tical paradigms had been picked out as one of the principles by which 
language was directed. But they had enjoyed less prominence in 
historical linguistics hitherto, before the need had been clearly seen of 
accounting for apparent breaches of sound laws; W. Scherer had' 
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stressed the importance of analogical reformation, but his term 'false 
analogy' showed the secondary place assigned to this aspect of linguistic 
change,93 

These developments were all envisaged and intended. But critical 
and hostile responses were immediate. These were expressed in terms 
of existing theory and existing knowledge, whereas later reactions 
resulted from a re-examination of the neogrammarian position in the 
light of advances made in general linguistic theory and in descriptive 
techniques. 

Criticism took a number of forms. The personal resentment caused 
among some older scholars by what seemed to them unnecessarily harsh 
expressions on the part of newcomers (Osthoff and Brugmann had been 
born in I847 and 1849, respectively) is understandable and needs no 
historical discussion (the discourtesy of the young is a recurrent com
plaint in scholarship as in other fields of life). Some took the line that 
neogrammarian principles were nothing new, but just a statement of 
what comparative and historical linguists were doing anyway. This in a 
sense was fair enough. The neogramrilarians were largely drawing .out 
what had been implied by the very practice of the subject and distin
guishing it from unnecessary and fallacious assumptions. This in itself 
was a service, as is any stocktaking in scientific theory and methodology; 
Moreover, in making: explicit the principles on which the science rested, 
they went a long way towards ·ensuring that muddled and undisciplined 
thinking should not accept unsound arguments and false ·etymological 
connections. 

However, the most important and radical arguments against the 
neogrammarian position as first set out by Osthoff and Brugmann and 
their colleagues came from specialists in a branch of linguistics that they 
had been at pains to encourage, the study of living dialects. The detailed 
examination of the working of language in relatively small communities 
closely investigated in the field showed how ~omplex were the pheno
mena collectively covered by the terms 'dialect split' and 'dialect 
borrowing'. The more narrowly a language was scrutinized, the more 
it was seen that geographical dialect divisions are in constant fluctuation 
and far from clear-cut, as more gross and superficial descriptions imply. 
The number of relatively coincidental isoglosses required to delimit a 
dialect must itself be arbitrary, and if one presses differences in detail 
at all levels, including pronunciation, to their logical limits, then the 
dialect becomes the idiolect. 

Moreover, temporal limits are as hazy as geographical limits. Sound 
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changes, like any other linguistic changes, must begin and cease within 
some temporal limits as well as extending over certain geographical 
areas; but the detailed study of actual dialect situations shows that these 
limits tolerate certain words changing before certain others when the 
same sounds are involved, and that dialect interpenetration across major 
isogloss lines may upset the universal application of a sound shift in a 
particular region. Dialect maps such as the one given in Bloomfield's 
Language, page 328, show the result of catching a linguistic change in 
progress and descriptively freezing it. 

One is not at the end of linguistic variation after pressing geographical 
divisions down to the idiolect. Most speech communities are cross-cut 

'with social divisions in part manifested in differences of speech habits, 
as folk-linguistic attitudes to 'correct speech' bear witness; and many 
individuals carry in their linguistic competence more than one differ~nt 
social and~ often more than one different regional dialect, to be used in 
different circumstances; and these differences, in so far as they relate 
to pronunciation, may be the ~result of the operation or non-operation 
of a particular sound change. 

Dialect division, rather crudely conceived, and analogical reforma
tion or conservatism were the two factors envisaged by the neogram
marians as apparently running counter to the universality of sound laws. 
But the minute examination of dialect differences revealed other con
siderations that were relevant in etymological research, affecting not 
categories of sounds as such but particular words as individual lexical 
items. Word forms may~ be deflected from their expected· ·regular 
phonetic development by homonymic clash, excessive reduction in 
length, nearness to or coincidence with taboo-words, popular or false 
etymologies, loans from a neighbouring dialect for prestige, and by 
other factors. Such events are necessarily individual and highly variable 
in their incidence; they are explicable given knowledge of the circum
stances (which of course is often not given, especially in earlier periods 
of a language), but they are not predictable. 

It is, therefore, significant that much of the more serious criticism 
of the neogrammarian assertion of universality came from specialists 
in dialectology and what has been called linguistic geography. In par
ticular one may cite H. Schuchardt, who included in his works an 
article 'On sound laws: against the neogrammarians ', and J. Gillieron, 
responsible for the linguistic atlas of France and numerous studies of 
individual French etymologies, including his best known Genealogy of 
the words for the bee. •• 
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A further development of detailed dialectal research took the form 
of 'word 'and thing' (Wiirter und Sachen) studies, in which the 
history and geographical distribution of items of material culture 
(agricultural implements, cultivated plants~ etc.) and their associated 
vocabulary were minutely investigated. Schuchardt was much con
cerned with this, and so was R. Meringer, responsible for founding 
in 1909 a journal, Wiirter und Sachen, expressly devoted to this 
field. 

Gillieron is to be credited with the doctrine, at first sight utterly 
opposed to that of the neogrammarians, that 'every word has its own 
history'. But the two positions are not really so incompatible. Changes 
in the pronunciation of words involve two things: the transmission from 
generation to generation of articulatory habits rests on the learning in 
childhood of sets of sounds heard first in certain words but, once 
mastered, used without effort in any number of words; but for various 
reasons, not by any means all understood, changes take place in the 
course of successive transmission between the generations, and the 
recurrence of a relatively small number of sounds in the virtually limit
less vocabulary of a- language makes for the universality of sound 
changes. But words are also learned as whole lexical units, and.any hesi
tation, individual change, or other peculiarity in the pronunciation of 
such a unit is also l~arned, and may be .retained and propagated in later 
generations or within people's speech during their lifetime. Every word 
has its individual history in its semantics, grammar,-and pronunciation. 
In most cases ·its phonetic evolution can be described by reference to 
the phonetic evolution of the sounds occurring in it, but in certain cases 
its pronounced form must be explained by reference to particular cir
cumstances lying along its own particular history. The neogrammarians 
stressed phonetic uniformity; Gillieron and his disciples stressed 
etymological individuality. 

The neogrammarians had said that language had no existence apart 
from the· speakers. A group of linguists known as the idealistic or 
aesthetic school emphasized the importance of the individual speaker 
in the origination and diffusion of linguistic change of all kinds. The 
leader of this group was K. Vossler, of Munich, who drew his ideas on 
the nature of language from Humboldt and, more immediately, from 
the Italian philosopher B. Croce, with wnoi:n he was in intimate 
friendship for half a century. 

It is interesting to notice that these linguists were just as historically 
orientated as the dominant neogrammarians; but they conceived the 
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history of languages in a rather different way. Like Humboldt, Vossler 
stressed the individual and creative aspect of man's linguistic compe
tence. All linguistic change begins with innovations in individual speech 
habits, and those that are going to give rise to some alteration in the 
language do so by being imitated by others and thus diffusing them
selves. This would probably not be contradicted by the neogrammar
ians, but the idealists insisted on the conscious role of the individual in 
the process rather than on 'blind necessity'. Croce laid great importance 
on aesthetic intuition as a guide in all aspects of man's life, even though 
one may be unaware of it at the time. The recognized artist only carries 
further what every human being does all the time. 95 

Language is primarily personal self-expression, the idealists main
tained, and linguistic -change is the conscious work of individuals -per
haps also reflecting national feelings; aesthetic considerations are domi
nant in the -stimulation of innovations. Certain individuals, through 
their social position or literary reputation, are better placed to initiate 
changes that others will take up and diffuse through a language, and 
the importance of great authors in the development of a language, like 
Dante in Italian, must not be underestimated. In this regard the ideal
ists reproached the neogrammarians for their excessive concentration 
on the mechanical and pedestrian aspects of language, a charge that 
L. Spitzer, himself very much in sympathy with Vossler, was later to 
ma:ke ·against the descriptive linguistics of the· Bloomfieldian era. •6 

But the idealists, in themselves concentrating on literate languages, 
overstressed the literary and aesthetic element in the development ·of 
languages, and the element of conscious choice in what is for most 
speakers most of the time simply unreflective social activity learned in . 
childhood and subsequently taken for granted. And in no part of langu
age is its structure and working taken more for granted than in its 
actual pronunciation, just that aspect on which the neogrammarians 
focused their attention. Nevertheless the idealistic school did wdl to 
remind us of the creative and conscious factors in some areas of linguis
tic change and of the part the individual can sometimes deliberately 
play therein. 

Certain of the principles of the idealist-aesthetic linguists, combined 
with detailed dialectological studies, gave rise in Italy to the so-called 
'neo-linguistic' school, which has made one of its· main _concerns the 
processes by which innovations are diffused over geographical areas 
(whence the term 'areal linguistics', sometimes used of the work of this 
school) and the historical inferences that can be drawn from the con-



COMPARATIVE AND HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS 191 

trasting developments in central as against peripheral areas, which 
latter are likely to preserve archaic features the longest. 97 

The neogrammarians stimulated fruitful lines of linguistic research 
by the shock that the vigorous exposition of their views caused in the 
learned world of the time. As a result of the reconsideration to which 
the whole question of historical relationship among languages was sub
jected, their tenets may be seen today to have been somewhat modified 
but not at all superseded. Their conception of sound laws operating on 
languages by 'blind necessity' is as undesirable a reification as were the 
mythical periods of growth, maturity, and decline favoured by earlier 
scholars. The exceptionlessness of sound laws should be considered 
not so _much a factual statement (though research has shown that it is 
borne out by the facts) as a methodological requirement. The linguist 
sets himself not to accept finally an etymology which appears to break 
correspondences of sounds established in other words in the language 
or languages involved, until he is able to explain the seeming deviance 
in some reasonable manner, whether in relation to the particular ety
mology alone or, like Verner's law, involving a refinement of the pre
vious formulation of the sound changes. While we certainly will not be 
able to account for all apparent exceptions and cannot, in the absence 
of omniscience, absolutely deny the occurrence of 'sporadic 'sound 
change', on which the opponents of the neogrammarians laid so much 
~veight, we are bound, as long as comparative and historical linguistics 
is to remain, in the widest sense of the term, scientific, to reject such 
etymologies from any· arguments in support of historical relations 
between languages. 

The opposition so far surveyed, together with the research and 
development for which it was partly responsible, sprang from the stage 
reached by linguistic scholarship at the time of the neogrammarians. 
Later reactions, from the standpoint of synchronic and structural 
linguistics, may conveniently be considered in the next chapter. Mean
while it is worth reflecting on the results of nineteenth-c<!ntury com
parative and historical linguistics. From the isolated and undeveloped, 
though sometimes inspired, insights of earlier years, scholars in the 
nineteenth century worked out a theory and a model whereby the 
history of languages could be presented, and a method whereby re
search could be conducted. Though largely confined to the "Indo
european family, which reached a definitive state during this period, 
their work provided a pattern which, despite some valid criticism, has 
been fruitfully applied to language families the world over, including 
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some, such as the Algonkian family already mentioned, that had no 
written records of earlier epochs. By any standards this was a mighty 
achievement, and one that can be largely attributed to the linguistic 
scholarship of the German universities, one component of the renown 
that they rightly enjoyed in this century. 
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Eight 

Linguistics in the present century 

Centuries are a most arbitrary mode of historical periodization. But in 
cases where certain tendencies are concentrated in given centuries they 
may have some mnemonic value. Through a number of historical 
accidents and previous trends in linguistics, the nineteenth century was 
dominated by historical studies; but in tracing some of the develop
ments that arose directly from the work of the neogrammadans we were 
led across into the twentieth; and likewise, in following up the genesis 
of present-day theories al).d attitudes, we shall be looking back into the 

·nineteenth and preceding certturies, not merely for the antecedents of 
the scholars involved and the teaching that they received, but for 
specific movements of thought more closely connected with the present 
age than with the predominant concerns of the nineteenth century. , 

The nineteenth-century background, within which the early twentieth
century scholars grew up, has already been considered, and in it at 
least three major strands can be distinguished: the continuing tradition 
of grammatical and other linguistic work that had been carried on by 
European scholars in different ways since antiquity, the progressive 
appreciation of Indian linguistic scholarship, especially in phonetics 
and phonology, and the assimilation of linguistic sCience, specifically as 
a historically orientated science, to certain general nineteenth-century 
attitudes, comparatism, evolutionism, and the positivism of the natural 
sciences. 

In attempting to pick out the lines on. which linguistics has moved 
and is moving in the present. century, one is dealing with' contemporary 
history'. The historical attitude is the same, but the material differs in 
being more plentiful and less easily formalized. On the one hand, one 
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is concerned with persons and theories already familiar in elementary 
introductions to linguistics to a greater extent than with some nineteenth
century work and to a far greater extent than with the work of earlier 
periods; and on the other hand, the very nearness of the scene makes 
the discernment of definite directions and movements, and of relatively 
permanent 'schools', more difficult. The traveller, in lifting his eyes to 
survey the more distant scene whence he has passed, can view the 
plains, mountains, rivers, and forests that make up and characterize 
the terrain; but when he looks just about him, hillocks, pebbles, trees, 
and small streams often present no clearly outstanding picture of how 
the landscape will appear from a greater distance. Moreover, past 
scholars and their works are subject to the rough justice, and perhaps 
sometimes to the rough injustice, of their contemporaries and immedi
ate successors in regard to what is found worthy of mention and 
development; and not all is preserved, particula~:ly from eat;lier periods. 
It has been said that of the world's scientists most are alive today; and 
this is true of linguistic scientists, in view of the immense and so far 
unchecked expansion of linguistic studies in the world's universities. 
Anything like a full account of significant work in linguistics today =d 
in the recent past, even on a scale comparable to that possible in anti
quity and the Middle Ages, would be grossly disproportionate in length; 
and abbreviated mention would come to little more than an exercise in 
academic name ·dropping. In .this chapt~r the intention is t~ survey 
some of the recent and current linguistic developments if! their his
torical relationship with one another, rather than to give· even a sum
mary account of each where tlus is readily available in textbooks.' 

The principal and most obvious contrast between the last two cen
turies has been the rapid rise of descriptive linguistics, as opposed to 
historical linguistics, to its present position of predominance. This has 
become the source from which the major developments in contempo
rary linguistics have sprung; but it must be remembered that before the 
nineteenth century too, it was the various aspects of synchronic 
linguistics, as interpreted in the times, that held the forefront. 

Significantly, the key figure in the change from nineteenth- to 
twentieth-century attitudes was the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de 
Saussure, who first made himself known to scholarship through an 
important contribution to Indo-european comparative linguistics.'. 
Though he published little himself, de Saussure's lectures on linguistics 
in the early twentieth century so impressed his pupils in Geneva that 
in 1916 they published his Cours de linguistique generale as far as they 
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could reconstruct it from their own and others' lecture notes and such 
materials as survived in de Saussure's hand.' In the history of linguis
tics, de Saussure is largely known and studied through what his pupils 
recollected of him. 

De Saussure drew on 'a restricted range of languages, mostly the 
familiar languages of Europe; but his influence on twentieth-century 
linguistics, which he could be said to have inaugurated, is unsurpassed. 
The publication of the Cours has been likened to a 'Copernican revo
lution' in the subject.• A number of ideas on language and the study of 
language very much in sympathy with those of de Saussure had, in fact, 
been expressed nearly a century before by von Humboldt (pp. 174-7, 

. above); the extent to which de· Saussure was directly influenced by 
Humboldt is uncertain, though a connection has been suggested.s 

· Humboldt's general linguistic theory attracted less attention because at 
the time historical studies were in the ascendant; de Saussure's teaching 
came in an age when the drive of comparative and historical linguistic 
theory had temporarily reached an acceptable resting place in the tenets 
of the neogrammarian.s. 

Historically, de Saussure's ideas may be put under three heads. 
Firstly, he formalized and made explicit, what earlier linguists had 
either assumed or ignored, the two fundamental and indispensable 
dimensions of linguistic study: synchronic, ·in which· lanil"uages are . 
treated as self-contained systems of communication at any particular 
time, and diachronic, in which the changes to which languages are sub
ject in .the course of time are ti·eated historically. It was de Saussure's 
achievement to distinguish these two dimensions or axes of linguistics, · 
synchronic or descriptive, and diachronic or historical, as each involving 
its own methods and principles and each essential in any adequate 
course of linguistic study or linguistic instruction (a point that might 
perhaps be heeded by some latter-day descriptivists). 

Secondly, he distinguished the linguistic competence of the speaker 
and the actual phenomena or data of linguistics (utterances), as langue 
and parole (like so many others, these Saussurean terms have passed 
untranslated into international currency). While parole constitutes the 
immediately accessible data, the linguist's proper object is the langue of 
each community, the lexicon, grammar, and phonology implanted in 
each individual by his upbringing in society and on the basis of which 
he speaks and understands his language. Much influenced by the socio
logical theory of Emile Durkheim, de Saussure perhaps exaggerated 
the suprapersonal reality of langue over and above the individual, more 
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especially as he recognized that changes in langue proceed from changes 
made by individuals in their parole, while he yet declared that langue 
is not subject to the individual's power of change. 6 

Thirdly, de Saussure showed that any langue must be envisaged and 
described ·synchronically as a system of interrelated elements, lexical,_ 
grammatical, and phonological, and not as an aggregate of self-sufficient 
entities (which he compared to a mere nomenclature?). Linguistic 
terms are to be defined relatively to each other, not absolutely. This is 
the theory expressed in his statement that a langue is forme, non sub
stance, and illustrated with his well-known metaphors of chessmen and 
trains, identified and known by their place in the whole system, of the 
game or the railway network, and not by their actual-substantial com
position. s In a language these interrelations lie on each of the two funda
mental dimensions of synchronic linguistic structure, syntagmatic, in 
line with the succession of utterance, and.paradigmatic (associative), in 
systems of contrastive elements or categories. • 

This statement of the structural approach to language underlies 
virtually the whole of modern linguistics,- and justifies de Saussure's 
claim on the independence of linguistics as a subject of study in its own 
right.' 0 Whatever . the different interpretations placed on the exact 
meaning of 'structuralism', few linguists would now disclaim structural 
t;hinking in their work. 
· -Hje1mslev's glossematics ·may be regarded as the Saussurean empha
sis on form as against substance in the 'content plane' (semantics and 
grammar) and in the 'expression plane' (phonology), and on the defi
nition of foi-m as the interrelations of elements, both carried to their 
iogical extremes; that is to say, content analysis must be independent 
of extra-linguistic existential criteria, and expression analysis (phono
logy) must be independent of (assumed extra-linguistic) phonetic cri
teria. Relations between elements, not the elements themselves, are the 
object of a science, and only by keeping this strictly to the fore can the 
Saussurean ideal of an autonomous linguistics, not dependent on any 
other discipline, be realized. The two planes are each regarded as 
analysable into ultimate constituents (e.g. mare into /m/, /t/, /"/, or 
m, a, r, e, on the plane of expression, and into 'horse', 'female', 
'si~gular', on the plane of content). They are not isomorphous, as no 
connection can be drawn between the individual phonemes or .letters. 
and the minimal elements of content; but both planes are to be analysed 
in an analogous way, and each is co-ordinate and equivalent in a 
language system. It is precisely this claim to equivalence between the 
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two planes that others have found difficult to accept, since differences 
in expression are independently observable in a language and belong to 
a strictly circumscribed field, whereas differences in semantic content 
(which is limitless) are only revealed through differences in expression 
in a language." 

Elsewhere in linguistics, the structural study of meanings as depen
ding in part on the co-presence in a language of numbers of related 
lexical terms in semantic fields represents the working out of ideas 
brought into prominence by de Saussure. 12 

But the most immediate and historically one of the most important 
effects of de Saussure's structural theory of language was in the realm 
of phonology, where it coincided remarkably with the tentative position 
reached about the same time in phonetics as the result of the work of 
nineteenth-century phoneticians. 

Phonetics, with its allied activities and applications in shorthand, 
language teaching, and spelling reform, had received considerable atten
tion iri England from the Renaissance onwards; and the general 
stimulus to phonetic studies from the discovery of Indian phonetic 
work at the end of the eighteenth century has been mentioned in 
chapter 6. Sir William Jones himself expressed and aroused great 
interest in the problems of the phonetic transcription of languages 
such as Sanskrit, Persian, and. Arabic, which had a long tradition of 
literacy in. systems of writing other than roman letters. His 'Disser
tati.on on the orthography of Asiatic~ words in roman letters' 13 praised 
the phonological appropriateness of the Devanagari syllabary and of the 
Arabic script to the disadvantage of English alphabetic spelling. Un
like most of his contemporaries he clearly distinguished between letter 
and sound, and he vigorously protested against the paedagogical 
reference to 'five vowels' in English. 14 

Sir William Jones's phonetic work was studied carefully in England 
by A. J. Ellis, who collaborated with. Sir Isaac Pitman on alphabetic 
reform; and English interest in the physiology of speech led to the 
p.ublication of C. R. Lepsius's Standard alphabet, 1 ' a cooperative pro
duct of English and continental scholarship, setting out the possible 
vowel and consonant sound types classified by their articulation, repre
sented by distinctive symbols, and illustrated from a number of differ
ent languages. This was followed in r877 by Sweet's 'broad ramie', 
and. iri 1889 by the revised International Phonetic Alphabet of what 
was later designated the International Phonetic Association. 

Through the emigration of the remarkable Bell family, this same 
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interest resulted in the invention of the telephone in the United States, 
where the name of the youngest Bell (Alexander Graham, 1847-1922) 
is commemorat.ed in the Bell Telephone Company of America. He, 
like his father, Alexander Melville (1819-1905) and his grandfather, 
Alexander (179o-1865), worked on speech training and remedial appli
cations of phonetics. A. M. Bell was the inventor of a system of' visible 
speech', on the lines of earlier attempts (p. u9, above), wherein each 
separate process of articulation received its own graphic notation. This 
system was adopted, with some corrections and modifications by Swe.et 
in his Primer of phonetics. r6 

Henry Sweet (1845-1912) was one of the leaders in the study of 
phonetics and of Old, Middle, and New (modern) English in Great 
Britain in the second half of the nineteenth century. He was tempera
mentally inclined towards the sy{lchronic, descriptive aspects of linguis
tics, in part by his rather intense nationalism and his hostility towards 
the dominant historical linguistic scholarship which he rightly associ
ated with Germany. As it happened, in the perversity of human 
affairs, recognition for being the outstanding scholar that he was came 
more readily abroad, and notably in Germany; than in this country, 
where his outspokenly critical bearing, suspiciousness, and, in later 
years, his justified resentffient prevented him from ever attaining 
professorial rankin a Britishuniversity. 11 

During the nineteenth century, phonetic work drew on the progress 
of the allied fields of physiology <>and acoustics, and experimental 
investigations were an accepted part of phonetic research by the end 
of the century. The applications of phonetics in spelling reform and in 
language teacl>Jng were regarded as playing a major part in current 
efforts towards the extension of education and the cause of social 
progress in general. r s · 

Up to the time of Sweet, phoneticians had concerned themselves 
with spelling reform, including the devising of additional alphabetic 
symbols, and with universal phonetic symbol systems. In the latter 
half ofthe century it became evident that with the increase in phonetic 
sophistication every orthography, however much it was reformed, 
would omit great numbers of observable phonetic differences, and that 
any narrow transcriptional representation that came anywhere near the 
unattainable goal of 'one. sound, one symbol'. would be too hopelessly 
complicated for practical use in the writing of a language. The approach 
to this dilemma can be seen in Sweet's early writing. In his Handbook 
of 'Phonetics ( r 877) he drew the · distinction between sounds whose 
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differences depend in the language on their phonetic environment and 
are therefore non-distinctive, and sounds which may by themselves 
establish two words as lexically separate items. Virtually the same 
phonetic difference may be distinctive in one language· and non
distinctive in another; and only the distinctive sound differences need 
separate notation in a broad transcription system for a particular 
language. 1 • 

Sweet did not use the term phoneme, though the concept clearly 
underlies his work. The explicit terminological distinction between 
sound or phone and phoneme was the work of a Polish scholar teaching 
in ·Russia, Baudouin de Courtenay, who made technical use of the 
Russian word fonema. His theory of th~ phoneme was published in 
r893, ·but he had probably arrived at it rather earlier, around the same 
time as Sweet, though there was no contact between them then. 2 " 

It. was. not, how~ver, before the second decade of the twentieth 
century, after the teaching of de Saussure had begun to make its 
impact, that· the term phoneme gained wide currency, soon thereafter 
to become a linguistic universal. De Saussure had used the French 
word phoneme, though generally in the sense of speech sound as a 
phonetic occurrence; but his structural theory of ·language in its 
application to phonology quite clearly formulated the concept of 
phonemic distinctiveness as its centrepiece. 

Daniel Jones made it the basis of 'broad • versus 'narrow· transcrip
tion (terms previously used by Sweet) in his Outline of English phonetics, 
first published in i9;8. During the twenties its status as a linguistic 
unit, or as a class of sounds, was debated and it was variously held to be 
a psychological entity, a physiological entity, a transcendental entity, 
and just a mere descriptive invention. 21 But the first really significant 
development in the evolution of the theory of the phoneme was the 
work of the Prague school in the twenties and thirties. 

The Prague school, as it is known, was constituted by a group of 
Czech and other scholars doctrinally centred round Prince Nikolai 
Trubetzkoy, a professor in Vienna 1923-38, which held regular meet
ings and published the Trava~ du cercle linguistique de Prague. Their 
main interest lay in phonological theory, and the most important work 
associated with the school was Trubetzkoy's Grundziige der Phonologie 
(principles of phonology), on wl,ich he was working up to his death. 22 

Trubetzkoy and the Prague phonologists applied Saussurean theory 
to the elaboration of the phoneme concept. Speech sounds belonged 
to parole, the phoneme belonged to langue. In studying languages as 
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systems of internally related elements, Prague scholars did not treat the _ 
phoneme as a mere class of sounds or as a transcriptional device, but as 
a complex phonological unit realized by the sounds of speech. The 
relation of realization (representation or implementation) between units 

· at one level and those at another level is fundamental to Prague theory. 
Each phoneme was composed by a number of separate distinctive or 
'pertinent' features, which alone characterized it as a linguistic entity; 
and each distinctive feature stood in a definite opposition to its absence 
or to another feature in at least one other phoneme in the language. 
Phonological systems were classed in various ways according to the 
features distinguishing their component phonemes; thus English fpf, · 
/bf, /t/, fdf, and fkf, fgf form~d oppositions of voicelessp.ess and voice at 
each articulatory position, while ancient Greek had a three term plosive 
system 

ftf 
/\ 

fthf-fd/ 

/k/ 
1\ 

fkh/ -/g/ 

involving the oppositions of voice and its absence and aspiration· and 
its absence. Z3 

The analysis of speech sounds into their component articulation . 
. features was. not new,- but the analysis of the unitary phonemes of the 

phonological level that were realized by speech sounds into ord~red se~ 
of specific contrasts between a smaller number of .distinctive features 
was a definite advance in phonological theory and descriptive method. 

Moreover this analysis below the phoneme revealed the complexity 
of phonological systems. Phonemes ·were seen not to be all members of 
one undifferentiated set of contrastive units in a language, but to enter 
into different systems of relations in different positions. /p/, fb/, ftf, fdf, 
and /k/, fgf contrast as voiceless a.'!d voiced initially, medially, and 
finally in English words, but after initial fs/ the voice-voiceless contrast 
is non-operative or 'neutralized', as only one plosive can occur at each 
point of articulation. The same contrast is neutralized in German in 
word final position, where only voiceless plosives in the plosive class 
are found. This more refined analysis of phonological contrast was 
expressed by setting up 'archiphonemes', comprising just the features 
still distinctive in these positions of neutralization (i.e. bilabiality, etc. 
and plosion). 24 · 

Similar processes of analysis were applied to features other than the 
consonant and vowel segments with which phonological theory had 
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begun, the so-called prosodic (non-segmental) features of syllables, such 
as length, stress, and pitch (including intonation), an extension of 
descriptive phonology having important implications for the future. 
An equally ·significant move included in phop.ological analysis the 
syntagmatic functions of certain sound units and sound features as 
Jemarcators of syllable and word boundaries in addition to their 
paradigmatic function in constituting distinct phonemes. In this syn
tagmatic, demarcative role they were referred tb as Grenzsignale or 
signes on:1tiques (boundary markers). 2 ' 

The phoneme concept had originated in the search for the theory of 
broad transcription. As the result of the work of the Prague school it 
became one of t)1e fundan1ental elements of linguistic theory as a whole, 
and of the scientific description arid analysis of languages. 

While the main efforts of the Prague school were directed to the 
explication of the phoneme concept and the development of phono
logical theory, its me~bers- made a -n~mber of contributions to other 
areas of linguistics, including the more peripheral topics such as stylis
tics .. Several syntactic studies were published, and the comparative 
syntactic typology of Czech and other Slavic languages is strongly repre
sented in the work of Czech linguists since 1945. In morphology, 
Jakobson's study of the Russian case system and his attempt to abstract 
from it a basic semantic contentfor each case represents an application 
"of the sanie analytic procedures· as were being applied in phonology to 
the description of grammatical categories. 26 

Soon after the publications of de Saussure's Cours, other books were 
published in Europe dealing wholly or principally with synchronic 
linguistics, for example, 0. Jespersen's Language, A. Gardiner's Theory 
of speech and language, K. BUhler's Sprachtheorie, and two important 
books \Vritten by Hjelmslev before the full working out of his glosse
matic theory, Principes de grammaire gentfra/e and La categorie des easY 
At the same time certain trends in philosophical thought were bringing 
logicians into closer contact with the problems of linguistic analysis. 2 & 

The inauguration of a series of international congresses of linguists in 
1928 is further illustration of the growth of interest in synchronic 
linguistic research. 
v1Iowever, it was in America that linguistics, and in particular descrip
tive linguistics, received most recognition in universities during the 
r 920s; and the genesis and course .of American linguistics in the inter
wa~-decades exercised a profound and lasting effect oli the development 
of linguistic studies and linguistic thinking throughout the world. In 
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1924 the Linguistic . Society of America was constituted, with the 
periodical Language as its annual publication. 
~ Three outstanding scholars set American linguistics on its course, 
Franz Boas, Edward Sapir, and Leonard Bloomfield. Boas was the 

..............-~ .. ~·- .., __ .... -· . 
eldest and he taught several American linguists of the next generation. 
Bloomfield is quoted as referring to him as 'the teacher in one or 
another sense of us all', and he paid generous tribute to his work for 
American linguistics in his obituary. •• 
v-These three men were not detached from their antecedents. Boas and 
Sapir were born in Europe, and Bloomfield studied neogrammarian 
J:i:lstOrical linguistics under Leskien and Brugmann (1913-14). They 
were familiar with the work of the earlier American historical linguist. 
and Sanskritist W. D. Whitll~Y· himself much influenced bynineteenth
cei).t~ry-E;;~opea;i thought. Bo~s's and Sapir's basic attitude to language 
in its intimate bonds with the whole way of life and way of thought of 
its speakers can in great part b-e tra~ed back-to ~!llboldtian ideas 
(p. 176, above). Noticeably in his writing on phonemic. theory and pro- ! 
cedure, ~pir espoused the psychological view of the phoneme, stres
sing the correspondence between the linguist's abstraction and the 
native speaker's reactions and intuitions on his language.'·o · 

In their work We can see represented the major influences on Ameri
can linguistics at this formative time. American theory was conditioned 
by the rigorous positivism of the behaviourist or mechanist psycholo
gists. This influence was cspecially·strong in Bloomfield, who drasti
cally revised. his first book on linguistics, An introduction to linguistic 
science (London and New York, 1914), to bring its theoretical basis in 
line with the mechanist outlook of such behaviourists as A. P. Weiss, 
wherein statements about human activity and experience must be 
wholly expressed in tetms relating, at least potentially, to phenomena 
observable in space and time by any and every observer. Bloomfield's 
'talking to oneself or thinking' and 'mental images, feelings, and the 
like are merely popular terms for various bodily movements' are typical 
of this attitude." 

On the practical side, the anthropological interest of Boas and Sapir 
were reflected in the close collaboration and association of anthropology 
and linguistics in American universities. Anthropologists and linguists 
faced a joint challenge in the vast field of the almost whoily preliterate 
American-Indian languages, scattered, often in small and dwindling 
communities, over so much of the United States and Canada. Since 
colonial day8, missionaries, traders, and enthusiastic amateurs had 
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compiled dictionaries and grammars of a number of these languages, 
and in 1891 J. W. Powell published the first full-scale classification of 
them.' 2 Boas concentrated his work on these languages, and in addition 
to seyeral descriptive studies he edited and in part wrote the H andbooh 
of American-Indian languages." Its Introduction, by Boas, is still an 
excellent introduction to descriptive linguistics. 

Some American linguists made these languages their prime concern, 
extending their scope to include the languages of Central and South 
America (where Spanish and Portuguese .missionaries and others had 
done work in earlier centuries); and many others prepared a descriptive 
account of one native American language in the course of their career, 
often as a doctoral thesis. The languages chosen had in most cases had 
little previous scholarship expended on therri, and the field worker was 
learning the language at the same time as he 'was analysing it, a 
situation quite unlike that prevailing in earlier studies of most European 
languages. He was cast upon his own resources, and had himself to . 
decide on and justify every statement and classification he made. This 
was, and still is, a most valuable part of a training in linguistics, but it 
may also have been partly responsible for the heavy emphasis in Ameri
canlinguistic work of the succeeding decades on' discovery procedures', 
so that linguistic theory was virtually required to specify the operations 
by which a language was actually to be analysed as well as providing 
the framework for the analytic statement. . 

v Sapir and Bloomfield stood in contrast, and they complemented each 
other in their approaches to their subject. Bloomfield was rigorously 
scientific, in the light of his own, mechanist, interpretation of science, 
concentrating on methodology and on formal analysis. His Language, 
published in 1933, remains unsurpassed as an introduction to linguistics 
after more than thirty years. While it is unjust to say that Bloomfield 
was not interested in the study of meaning, his demand for the strictly 
mechanistic statement of ali meanings and his consequently rather 
pessimistic attitude towards semantics must have contributed to the 
relative neglect of this aspect of linguistics during the 1930s and 1940s 
on the part of more orthodox American linguists. 34 

Sapir, by contrast, ranged widely through and around his subject, 
exploring its relations with literature, music, anthropo!ogy, and psycho
logy, and expressing views on language, like those of Boas, that were 
reminiscent of Humboldt and were later developed by Whorf, both of 
whom insisted on the pervasive influence of language on every depart
ment of human life. A glance through his Selected rvritings shows how 
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wide was the scope of his scholarship, and a comparison of his LanpMge 
with Bloomfield's Language gives a fair picture of the differences in their 
approaches to their subject.'> 

Because of the status of his book Language as a students' textbook 
(though it is much more than that) and his deliberate concentration on 
methodology, Bloomfield's interpretation of linguistics predominated in 
the attitude and outlook of most American linguists during the thirties 
and forties. Much of the work done in these years was conceived by the 
scholars involved in it as the articulation or development of somfi of the 
ideas or suggestions expressed by Bloomfield; and the ensuing period 
has now come to be known as the 'Bloomfieldian era', although it 
cannot be said that every one of its characteristics cap be directly 
traced back to Bloomfield's teaching. 

Every scholar is an individual, and 'schools' and 'periods' are 
abstractions doing doubtful justice to the work and the workers actually 
comprised in them. But in a survey as this, 'Bloomfieldian linguistics' 
can reasonably be treated as a unity; and because, during this period 
(1933-57), linguistics as an autonomous discipline became more firmly 
established and more widely represented in universities of the United 
States than elsewhere, Bloomfieldian influences were felt over the whole 
learned world in linguistic studies. 

American linguists concentrated their attention on formal analysis. by 
means of objectively describable operations and concepts, as Bloomfield 
had insisted th•h one should. The two fundamental units of description 
were the phoneme; successively extended to .include ·an phonologically 
distinctive phonetic phenomena (p. 216, below), and the morpheme, 
the minimal unit of grammatical structure. The distinction between · 
speech sound and phoneme was generally interpreted as that between 
member and class, with phone and allophone used to denote speech 
sounds. Grammatical analysis modelled itself on the already established 
phonological method, using morph, allomorph, and morpheme in the 
same way.J6 

Though Bloomfield had devoted some attention to the formal defini
tion of the word as a grammatical unit, later AmeriCan linguists placed 
less weight on it in grammatical description. Sentence structure was set 
out in terms of immediate constituent analysis, in which the mor
phemes were linked together in trees, representing constructions of 
ascending size and complexity (such an analysis was implicit in the 
'parsing and analysis' of traditional paedagogy, and was partially 
involved in Jespersen's theory of ranks). Bloomfield made a basic 
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distinction between endocentric and exocentric constructions, according 
to whether the construction was or was not itself broadly similar 
syntactically to any of its own immediate constituents, and later 
generations formalized a preference for binary divisions within con
stituents. 37 

The generally favoured model of statement, in phonology and in 
grammar, was that of distribution. Some linguists of the period were 
characterized as 'distributionalists ', and linguistic description was held 
by them to be the statement of the distributional relations of phonemes 
in phoneme sequences and of morphemes in morpheme groups and 
constituents. Thus Z. S. Harris, whose Methods in structural linguistics 
may be regarded as the development of certain aspects of Bloomfieldian
ism to their extremes, could write that linguistic procedures were direc
ted at a 'twice-made application of two major steps: the setting up of 
elements, and the statement ·of the. distribution of these elements 
relative to each other','s 

In such procedures the traditional distinction between syntax and 
morphology tended to be somewhat downgraded in importance; and 
also, in the interests of purely distributional statement, 'process' termi
nology (wherein forms are said to be related in terms of processes such 
.as vowel change (Ablaut) or consonant alternation) was as far as 
possible avoided. Quite illegitimately, descriptive process was some-

. · times allegedly confounded ·with· historical· process, and ·therefore 
disliked in synchronic linguistics.'• 

The relatio·n of the two levels, grammar (morphemics) and phonology 
(phonemics) was the province of morphophonemics, the link between 
the two principal aspects of formal linguistic analysis (Prague linguists 
had used morphophonology in a similar sense). It was first conceived as a 
relation of composition; morphemes were said to be composed or to 
consist of phonemes. This relationship is hard to maintain in the face of 
allomorphic variation in which different, and sometimes wholly differ
ent, phoneme sequences are morphemically equivalent, and later 
writers generally interpreted the relation between phoneme and mor
pheme as one of representation: phonemes compose morphs, and thereby 
represent the morpheme as a class. <o 

The two levels were considered to be hierarchically ordered in that 
·morphemic analysis presupposed phonemic analysis, but not vice versa. 
The doctrine of the 'separation of levels~, though not found as such 
in Bloomfield, was pressed by some linguists, G. L. Trager, for ex
ample, to such lengths that no grammatical ·statement of any kind 
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could be legitimately used in phonemic analysis, and; conversely, 
grammatical analysis could only begin when phonemic analysis had 
been completed in a language. The deliberate abandonment of such 
'grammatical prerequisites' as grammatical word boundaries laid a 
great, and some would say an intolerable; weight on the juncture pho
nemes delimiting phonemic words (wordlike sequences of phonemes 
juncturally definable). 41 A phonemic transcription, given the statement 
of the allophones of all the phonemes of a language, must, on this view, 
be unambiguously and directly readable (excepting only for free varia
tion among allophones), and, conversely, any uttered text must have one, 
and only one, phonemic transcription. This theoretical demand was 
later referred to as the requirement of 'biuniqueness'. D. Jones's 
limitation of phonemic analysis to phonetic phenomena within word 
boundaries was criticized as inadequate just because of its iack of 
biuniqueness. 42 

Grammatical statement in purely distributional terms, framed com
parably to -sequential phonemic statement, put a premium, in terms of 
ease of analysis, on languages and parts of languages in which successive 
morphemes could be matched in one-to-one relations with successive 
phonemes or phoneme groups, and the less allomorphic variation among 
the bound forms (internal sandhi) the better. In English, words like 
baked and cats were more easily analysable morphemically than took 
and mice, and sometimes zero morphs were set up to provide a theoreti
cal sequence when the overt word shape did not provide one: took was 
analysed as ftuk+ 0, ftukf being an allomorph of /teikf, and 0 being an· 
allomorph of the past tense suffix, like f-df, f-tf, f-idf, etc.; and mice 
was analysed as fmaisf + 0, fmaisf being an allomorph of fmawsf and 0 
an allomorph of the plural suffix, like f-sf, f-zf, f-izf, f-nf, etc.43 
Distributionalist typological evaluation would therefore seem to rate 
highest the agglutinative languages rather than the flexional languages, 
which involve much internal sandhi, Ablaut, and similar formations, so 
prized by nineteenth-century typologists (pp. 177, rSr-2, above). 

'Bloomfieldian' linguistics as it ultimately developed is presented in 
a number of texbooks produced towards the end of this period in the 
history of the subject: C. F. Hockett's Course in modern linguistics, 
H. A. Gleason's Introduction to descriptive linguistics, and A. A. Hill's 
Introduction to linguistic structures. 44 The period is surveyed historically 
through sele.cted texts in M. Joos's Readings in linguistics, and various 
aspects of it are covered in some of the contributions to Trends in 
European and American linguistics I930-I960. 45 
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In recent years a· somewhat divergent development of Bloomfieldian 
immediate constituent analysis in grammar has been developed by 
,K. L Pike and his associates; it has mostly been exemplified in studies 
of Central and South American languages, in which these linguists have 
become predominantly interested, This system of analysis, which grew 
out of a more general theory of human behaviour suggested by Pike, •' 
is known as tagmemics, since the tagmeme is its fundamental grammati
cal unit. The tagmeme unites in a single unit a function in a larger 
structure and a class of items fulfilling that function; it is defined as 
'the correlation of a grammatical function or slot with a class of mutu
ally substitutable items occurring in that slot'. 47 'Subject manifested or 
filled by noun', 'predicate manifested or filled by verb', and 'object 
manifested or filled by noun phrase' are all tagmemes. Such tagmerries 
compose larger structures like clauses and sentences, and sentences are 
analysed, not into successions of (usually binary) imm~diate constitu
ents, but into strings of collateral constituents (whence the title 'string 
constituent analysis' is also used of this approach). The subject and 
object nouns or noun phrases are related equipollently to the verb in 
many tagmemic analyses, whereas by the usual-immediate constituent 
analysis the division is 

n1 (subject) 

I 
verb n2( object). 

'----;---1 

In -identifying tagmemes, semantic function as well "-s syntactic 
function is taken into account, as long as an identifiable class meaning 
can pe associated with a definite class of formal items as 'fillers', so that 
'subject', 'location', 'time', 'qualifier', and tbe like may all constitute 
tagmemic slots or functions. In thus employing semantics diagnostic
ally, and in severely- modifying immediate constituent structures in 
syntax, tagmemics marks its major divergences from 'Bloomfieldian' 
grammatical analysis. Its positing of a unit comprising both function 
(slot) and class of items (filler) performing that function seems to be 
most useful in· dealing with languages in which a diversity of formally 
different classes may perform the same function (e.g. where the morpho
logically different classes of noun, adjective and verb can all be predi
cates), or, conversely, in which the same class may perform diYerse 
functions in the sentence (e.g. nouns as subjects, modifiers, or objects).
Where a single class of items fills a single slot, there is redundancy in 
expressing this by means of a complex unit. 48 

• 
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Synchronic linguistic studies in Great Britain were initially concen
trated on phonetics and phonology. Sweet's teaching was taken up and 
extended by D. Jones, whose Outline of English phonetics, first pub
lished in 1914, and English pronouncing dictionary, first published in 
1917, are known and used all over the world, having carried the study 
and practice of 'received pronunciation' (R.P.) far beyond the relatively 
narrow geographical and social confines in which it characterizes the 
pronunciation of a native dialect. 

More general linguistic questions were treated in Gardiner's Theory 
of speech and language (1932); but distinctive linguistic theory and the 
recognition of general linguistics as an academic subject in Great 
Britain owe most to J. R. Firth, Professor of General Linguistics in the 
University of London from 1944 to 1956, the first holder of a title in 
linguistics in this country. Firth devoted much of his attention to 
phonology, in which he put forward the theory of prosodic analysis 

.(pp. 217-19, belov¥). This was conceived within his general theory, 
which may be called the contextual theory of language. 

Like American linguists, Firth drew on the work and thought of 
anthropologists, in his case particularly that of B. Malinowski, who, 
faced with the task of translating native words and sentences in ethno
graphic texts from the Trobriand Islands into comprehensible English, 
developed his theory of context of situation, whereby the meanings of 
utterances (taken ·as the primary data) and their component words and 
phrases were referred to their various functions in the particular 
situational contexts in which they -were used. <• · 

Firth extended this approach to language by treating all linguistic 
description as the statement of meaning, thereby stretching the appli
cation of the equation 'meaning is function in context' to cover gram
matical and phonological analysis. The statement, for. exan1ple, of the 
syntactic uses of a case form in a language such as Latin is the state
ment of its function in various grammatical contexts, and the statement 
of the phonological contrasts and the sequential possibilities of a conso-· 
nant such as [b) or [n] in English is the statement of its function in 
various phonological contextS and in the context of the phonological 
system of the language. so 

Meaning in the ordinary sense of the relation between language and 
the world of experience was handled in terms of the semantic functions 
of words, phrases, and sentences in different contexts of situation, of a 
more abstract nature than Malinowski's actual observed particulars, 
and providing a framework of categories, including 'reference and 



2If CHAPTER EIGHT 

denotation,s• by which utterances and their parts could be related to 
the relevant features and events in the external world. Firth stressed 
the parallelism between the internal, formal, contexts of grammar and 
phonology and the external contexts of situation, thus justifying his 
otherwise paradoxical extension of the use of the term meaning. It may 
be said that the basic differences between formal and semantic analysis 
were underestimated by Firth, sz but the move in semantics away from 
the entification of meanings simply as what is 'stood for' or referred to 
(since with many words no such referent is readily available), towards 
the interpretation of meaning as function (how words and combinations 
of words are used) was a most valuable one. 

In the analysis of linguistic form itself, Firth, like most British 
linguists of his time, was much more concerned with phonology than 
with grammar. Linguistic form was envisaged by him as sets of ab
stractions, at the lexical, grammatical, and phonological levels, refer
able to actual features and occurrences of phonic data serving as their 
several exponents. At each level the elements and categories abstracted 
were related to each other along the two Saussurean dimensions in syn
tagmatic structures and paradigmatic systems (Firth specializecl.the 
terms structure and system to refer respectively to these two dimensions 
of intralinguistic relationship); consonant-vowel-consonant and prepo
sition-noun were typical structures, while the syllable initial plosives of 
a. language. or its nominal cases . constituted. systems of contrastin.g 
clements or categories. The levels were. weakly hierarchic, in that 
phonological abstractions could themselves serve· mediately as expo
nents of grammatical abstractions while themselves having phonetic 
exponents in the phonic data, tho.ugh exponeJJcy could also be taken 
directly as the relation between grammatical or lexical abstractions and 
the phonic data; this rather loose arrangement has been made more 
rigid by the neo-Firthians, p. 220, below." 

The most distinctive aspect of Firth's linguistic work was prosodic 
phonology, the outlines of which were first presented programmatically 
in 194-8, and developed ·in applications to a number of languages in the 
decade following. 54 

Firth's prosodic phonology should be considered along with other 
systems of phonology that were evolved in the 1940s as responses to 
the challenge that phonology, as a part of descriptive linguistics, faced 
during the 1930s. This challenge may be likened to something of a 
scientific crisis, in that observational data were proving too much for 
existing theory, the early phoneme theory, and at the same time this 
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theory was itself being shaken by the phonological insights and 
developments of the Prague phonologists. 

Phonetics, an observational and descriptive science, aided ·by more 
and more sophisticated instruments ('experimental phonetics'), was now 
capable of distinguishing and recording phonetic phenomena involved 
in speech with a greater degree of accuracy than hitherto, and was bring
ing into the field of its precision features such as stress and the pitch 
levels and movements involved in intonation, together with the sound 
differences and their associated articulations that related to the 
transitions between syllables, words, and other stretches within whole 
utterances. Such phonetic phenomena had been noticed by Sweet, 
under tlie title of 'synthesis' (as contrasted with 'analysis', the 
description of consonants and vowels considered as separate ·sequential 
segments), ss but in the interval they had been somewhat neglected in 
phonological theory. In part the)T provided the_ material for the 
Grenzsignale of the Prague school (p. 206, above). 

The classical phoneme theory, developed almost exclusively within 
accepted word boundaries and focused in the first place on consonant 
and vowel segments and such features as the tones of tone languages, 
functioning very similarly, was incapable, as it stood at the time, of 
dealing adequately with this mass of newly described material, whose 
relevance to phonological analysis was becoming ever more apparent. 
Simultaneously the Prague analysis of the ph-oneme concept itself into 
its component distinctive features, showed that to regard it as an indivi
sible unit, whose status was simply one of contrastiveness, the theoretical 
counterpart of the broad transcription symbol, failed to express the 
linguistic facts on which the very theory rested. 

This crisis in phonology was met in three ways, by different scholars 
or groups of scholars. The most conservative solution was the one 
adopted by D. Jones, who maintained that the phoneme as a phono
logical concept should not be extended radically beyond the limits 
tacitly accepted hitherto. Existing practice was thus formalized in 
explicit theory. Intonation, and stress· as a feature whose location 
characterizes words as whole units, fell outside the range of phonemic 
interpretation; and accepted grammatical word boundaries, so far from 
being illegitimate considerations in phonemic analysis, as some 'Bl0om
fieldians' taught, were quite explicitly declared by Jones to be essential 
to a satisfactory phonemic analysis and phonemic transcription.s6 
Jones's mature theory of phonological analysis is expounded in The 
phoneme: its nature and use (rgso); his contributions to phonetic 
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description and to phonological analysis show how the limits he placed 
on the extension of the phoneme concept in no way restricted his 
linguistic work. He simp! y op~rated within a thought system different 
from that adopted either by post-Bloomfieldian linguists in America 
or by Firth and those associated with him in Britain. 

An alternative solution was taken up by American linguists working 
within the Bloomfieldian tradition. Faced with the inadequacy of the 
existing, largely segmental, phoneme concept to compass all the rele
vant phonetic features employed in languages, these linguists responded 
to the challenge by a logical extension of the theory of the phoneme, so 
that every phonologically relevant feature could be assigned to some pho
neme and represented by some symbol in the phonemic transcription. 
New classes of phonemes were created, covering distinctions other than 
those directedly assignable to consonant and vowel segments; hence 
the generic term suprasegmental phoneme applied to them. 

The suprasegmental phonemes included phonemes of stress, length, 
and pitch, which extended over or could extend over more than a 
single consonant or vowel segment. Intonation was sometimes treated 
as a single phoneme extending over several syllables, but more generally 
the intonation tunes were analysed into series of distinctive pitch 
phonemes, American English being treated in terms of four contrasting 
levels. 57 

Another ·class of suprasegmental phonemes. was· constituted by the 
juncture phonemes. These were set up to analyse the distinctive differ-

. · ences found ·at sentence final position, in breaks between stretches of 
speech within a sentence, and in audibly contrastive word transitions 
like a notion and an ocean in English, where the actual segmental 
phoneme sequences were the same. Juncture phonemes assumed very 
considerable importance when phonemic analysis was taken across word 
boundaries (which Jones had refused to do), and when the demands for 
the strict 'separation of levels' ruled out any use of grammatical factors 
in phonemic analysis or in the symbols of phonemic transcriptions. 
(Word divisions, unless they could be shown to correlate with junctur
ally marked divisions, were inadmissible.)sB 

American juncture phonemes covered much of the ground of the 
Prague Grenzsignale (the first reference to 'juncture phoneme' in E. P. 
Ramp's Glossary comes from the year 1941, two years after the publica
tion of Trubetzkoy's Grundz!lge)••; but American theory integrated 
these demarcative phenomena into their phonemics, whereaq Trubetz
koy had left them assigned partly to phonemic and partly to non-
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phonemic status. We owe to the 'Bloomfieldian' distributionalist era 
much of our proper awareness of the nature and importance of 
junctura! phenomena in speech. 

The suprasegmental phonemes of pitch, length, and stress, involved 
American phonemics in a break with seriality in the conception of 
phonemes and their representation in transcriptions. But the origin of 
the phoneme in transcriptional requirements maintained. a strong hold 
on this advanced phonemic theory. Juncture phonemes, though they 
might be suprasegmental in terms of the phonetic features involved, 
were allocated a serial place between segmental phonemes in transcrip
tions, sometimes disjoined from the maximally prominent feature 
associated with them, as when Swahili stress was phonemicized as an 

. interword juncture located after the syllable following the stressed 
syllable. 6• The demand for biuniqueness, noticed above, sprang from 
transcriptional practice, and so did the overall monosystemic interpre
tation of the theory, whereby the contrasts between phonemes found in 
positions of maximal contrast were generalized for all other positions 
('once a phoneme, always a phoneme'). The different contrast systems 
operative at different places in a language, made explicit by Prague 
theory and dealt with there by the concepts of neutralization and the 
archiphoneme (p. 205, above), were covered, less elegantly perhaps, by 
statements of the different distribution of different phonemes, after the 
sounds occurring in ·positions of neutralization had beeri, sometimes 
arbitrarily, assigned to one or another of the phonemes set up for the 
positions 6f maximal contrast (thus the second consonant sourids of 
English words like span, stitch, and sketch were regarded, following the 
orthographic tradition, as allophones of fpf, ftf, and fkf, although they 
shared some features (e.g. non-aspiration) with /b/, fdf, and /g/).6 1 

Such transcriptional influences may ·have been tacit rather than 
explicit, but the reluctance with which the 'vertical' analysis of seg
mental phonemes into their distinctive features or components ('com
ponential analysis') was pressed during the thirties and forties was 
openly attributed to its transcriptional inconvenience. 6z 

In tlus last respect, prosodic theory made the most radical break with 
existing theory. Firth insisted on the separation of the requirements of 
transcription from the structure of an ·adequate phonological theory. 

· Twaddell had, indeed, suggested such a divorce earlier, but with little 
effect on the phonological theory of the time. For Firth the phoneme· 
as a theoretical unit had its value in the devising and justifying of 
economical broad transcriptions; the full display of the functional 
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inter-relations of sound features in utterance required a different set of 
terms and a different mode of analysis. 63 Since Firth was a strong 
adherent of the view that analytic concepts exist only within the des
criptive system of the linguist and not in the language itself, such a 
coexistence of separate conceptual systems serving different purposes 
presented no difficulties for him. · 

Prosodic analysis involves two types of basic element: phonematic 
units and prosodies. Each of these is set up in relation to some phonetic 
feature (or group of features) serving a!; its exponent. in the actual 
uttered speech material. Phonematic units are consonants and vowels, 
and are serially ordered as segments; but any phonological structure 
(e.g. syllable, or syllable group) may include one or more prosodies. 
Prosodies are as-signed to definite structures, not to places between 
phonematic units, and are set up to handle syntagmatic relations between 
certain phonetic features. Broadly, phonetic features are allotted to pro
sodies rather than to phonematic units, if they either extend over the 
whole or the major part of a structure, or are positionally restricted in it 
and thus serve to delimit or demarcate it. As examples, the tones in 
Siamese (Thai) are treated as syllable prosodies by the first criterion, 
and plosion in this language, being confined to syllable initial position, 
is regarded as a syllable (part) prosody by the second criterion. 6< Com
parable examples of prosodies of words, as phonological units, are 

·vowel harmony restrictions (usually accompanied by related differences -
in the consonantal articulations) in languages like Turkish and Hun
garian, and stress ·confined to ·a fixed place. in the word and thus serving 
to delimit its boundaries. 

·It vvill be seen that Firth's prosodies, and the prosodies of analyses 
that followed this theory, in part deal with the same phenomena as the 
Grenzsignale of Prague and the suprasegmental phonemes of the Ameri
can phonemicists. There are, however, a number of differences. Any 
type of phonetic feature that can be shown to be syntagmatically in
volved with more than a single segment can be treated as the exponent 
of a prosody; American suprasegmental phonemes, other than junc
tures, were generally limited to stress, length, and pitch, features not 
involving a basic difference in the shape of the sound waves. 6s In pro
sodic analysis no such restrictions apply, and some phonetic material 
that in other systems of analysis would be part of some consonant or 
.vowel phonemes may be assigned to prosodies (e.g. retroflexion in San
skrit and some modern Indian languages, and palatal and non-palatal 
articulation in some varieties of Chinese"), and for the same reason the 
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exponents of some phonematic units may comprise fewer phonetic 
features than would belong to the nearest corresponding phonemes in 
a phonemic analysis. 

With transcriptional needs no longer a relevant consideration, a 
monosystemic set of analytic elements is not necessary. Prosodic analysis 
is prepared to set up different systems of phonematic units and proso
dies at different places in structures where this facilitates the analysis. 
Thus syllable initial consonants may well form a different system from 
syllable final consonants, with no identification of the members of one 
system with the members of another, even though certain phonetic 
features (exponents) may be shared between them. Moreover, unlike 
the 'Bloomfieldians', but somewhat like the later transformational
generative linguists (p. 229, below), prosodic phonologists see phono
logy as the link between grammar and the actual utterance, or, more 
abstractly, between grammar and phonetics; and grammatical categories 
and structures are properly relevant to phonological statement wherever 
a phonetic feature or phonetic features can be associated with them as 
exponents. From this come the recognition of word and .sentence proso
dies, as well as syllable prosodies, and also the possibility of phono
logical systems different in certain respects for words of one class in a 
language and words of another class. 67 The last two respects in which 

. prosodic_ analysis differs from transcriptionally orientated phonemic 
analysis gave "rise -to the· term polysystemic with reference to prosodic 
phonology. The outcome of a prosodic analysis is not a readable tran
scription, but a diagrammatic representation of the interrelations of 
elements and features in a stretch of utterance, that can be put into 
connection with its grammatical structure. 68 

It is important to consider these three responses to the challenge 
faced by phonology in the 1930s not so much as rivals contending for 
the recognition of superiority, but rather as solutions each meeting 
certain requirements. Jones's phonology is economical and easily under
stood; 'Bloomfieldian' phonemics is rigorous and exhaustive, and it 
claims to fit all the relevant phonetic features into a transcriptional 
representation and a complete phonemic inventory; prosodic analysis, 
at the price of some complexity, is able to bring out more explicitly the 
phonological functions of the various· phonetic features in a language 
and to link these to a grammatical analysis. Some valuable, though only 
partial, contrastive treatments of the same language material by prosodic 
and by phonemic analysis at the hands of a single writer have been 
published. 69 Such studies are more significant, at any rat~ in a historical 
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survey, than the more intemperate assertiorls by devotees ·on the 
supremacy of one particular approach to phonological analysis. ·· 

It may fairly be said that phonology was the pace-maker in tht' 
Bloomfieldian era, as far as descriptive theory and methodology were 
concerned. By far the strongest impulse to a revision of theory and of 
its associated concepts came from progress in phonetic observation and 
phonological analysis. The Prague school and the earlier Firthians 
devoted most of their attention to the phonological level of language; 
Jones concerned himself wholly with phonology and phonetics; and in 
America phonemic theory advanced further in its chosen direction than 
grammatical theory, and the grammatical theory of the time, with it$ 
especial interest in morphemiC analysis, followed in the wake of pro
gress made in phonemics. In a comment on Hockett's Manual of phono
logy (i955), published towards the end of the period, one can read the 
well justified remark that a comparable manual of grammar could not 
aS yet be envisaged. 70 

Developments that have taken place after the 'Bloomfieldian' era, for 
all their differences, show an equal concern for all levels of language; 
phonology no longer determines the course of linguistic theory and 
linguistic method, and semantics is no longer regarded, as Bloomfield 
had unwittingly led many of his contemporaries to regard it, as some
how beyond the purview and the competence of linguistic science. 

Significantly the recent British development· of Firthian linguistics 
lays no special weight on prosodic phonology, but is primarily an arti
culation of his general theory of language. Firth's conception of context 
of situation. as the means of making statements of meaning and of 
phonology as the link between grammar and phonetics, are formalized 
in the following schematic diagram of descriptive linguistics:' 1 

phonetics I 
linguistics 

substance <-> form I <-> situation 

phonic phono- grammar context extralinguistic 
substance . logy (closed features 

system) 

graphic ortho- lex is 
substance graphy (open 

system) 
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Neo-Firthian theory involves four fundamental categories: unit, 
structure, class, and system, and three scales: rank, exponence, and 
delicacy (hence the designation-' scale and category linguistics', that is 
also used of this development). 

Units, for example sentences, have structures, in which units lower 
in rank (e.g. clauses and words) occur, and units below the highest in 
rank are grouped into classes by reference to their function in structures: 
and the members of classes are grouped into systems. 

At either the phonological or the grammatical level, relative size falls 
along the scale of rank. In grammar, sentence, clause, phrase, word, 
and morpheme are in descending rank scale; in phonology, syllable 
group, syllable, and segment are likewise. 

The scale of exponence relates abstractions at either level to the 
actual data, and by moving towards the data within abstractions one is 
considered to be moving down the scale of exponence (in passing, for 
example, from grammatical unit in clause structure to noun, and then· 
to man as an instance or exponent of the class 'noun', and ultimately of 
the category 'unit'). n 

The scale of delicacy relates to the subdivision of classes and struc
tures in order to take account of more detail. 'Intransitive verb' and 
'concessive clause' are more delicate than 'verb' and 'subordinate 
clause'. 

In distinguishing level, ·rank; and. exponence, neo-Firthian linguistics 
brings to bear on linguistic analysis certain precisions not always main
-tained in 'B\oomfieldian linguistics'. 73 The theory has been set out in 
M. A. K. Halliday's Categories of the theory of grammar, and more 
popularly in M. A. K. Halliday, A. Mcintosh, and P. Strevens, The 
linguistic sciences and language teaching. 74 In thG first mentioned refer
ence, liberal citations from Firth's writings appear and attention is 
drawn to the way in which the theory may be said to derive from his 
linguistic scholarship. The degree to which, in fact, neo-Firthian linguis
tics represents a continuation or a divergence from Firth's theoretical 
position is disputed, but as Firth's exposition on several points in his 
theory was often allusive and fragmentary rather than explicit and 
articulated, such a question must remain in part undecided. 

The linguistic theory worked out, with phonological analysis princi
pally in mind, by Trubetzkoy a:nd his associates of the Prague school 
led to a number of developments. The essence of Prague phonology, 
the analysis of phonemes into their component distinctive features, is 
seen in the studies of 'componential analysis', in both phonology and 
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grammar, by American scholar~, in which phonemes and morphemes 
are analysed 'vertically' as unitary compounds of distinctive compo
nents or categories, though without the further refinement of the 
Prague concept of neutralization. 75 This type of analysis has been ex
tended to semantics, in the hope that it may help to formalize the 
apparently limitless range of semantic functions or meanings carried by 
lexical items in languages. Obvious places for its application are restric
ted lexical sub-systems of terms in culturally delimited areas, such as 
kinship vocabularies. In English, for example, 'aunt' can be analysed 
into 'kin' 'first degree ascending generation' 'first degree collaterality' 
and 'female', contrasting with 'uncle' by the feature of sex difference. 
Several attempts have been made to extend this sort of componential 
schematization to other and wider areas of the lexicons of languages, 
but it seems unlikely that it will prove possible to analyse all lexical 
meanings along these lines. 76 

. In phonetics . and. phonology, distinctive feature analysis made 
striking advances in alliance with instrumental and acoustic studies of 
speech transmission. This development has been particularly associated 
with R. Jakobson, one of the original Prague circle, who relatively early 
in his career decided that more light would be shed on some phono
logical questions by considering the distinctive featur,es composing 
phonemes from the acoustic and from the hearer's point of view rather 
than from the articulatory or the speaker's position. In this approach, 
J akobson drew on the findings of earlier acousticians such an H. von 
Helmholtz and C. Stumpf for the basic triangles 

/i/ fuf ftf fpf 
and 

fa/ /k/ 
wherein acuteness and gravity are contrasted horizontally, and diffuse
ness and compactness are contrasted vertically, as acoustic features 
resulting from differences in the configurations of the vocal tract. 77 

Under pressure of war J akobson moved to the United States, and in 
collaboration with scholars working with such equipment as the sound 
spectrograph he has analysed the inherent distinctiveness of the pho
nemes of all languages into combinations of up to twelve binary con
trasts of acoustic features, defined in terms of the distribution of energy 
at different frequencies ('formants') in their sound waves, rather than 
directly in relation to their articulations. 78 "In this type of analysis, . 
phonological systems are set out on a matrix of feature oppositions, the 
phonemes participating in more than one binary contrast in relation to 
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the other phonemes of the language. This is displayed in Jakobson's 
and Lotz's diagram of the phonemic system of French. Feature analy
sis, in which segmental units are taken theoretically as no more than 
sets of simultaneous distinctive features, has p~ovided one mode of 
stating the phonological link between the output of the syntactic com
ponent and the transcribed utterance in transformational-generative 
grammar (p. 229, below), though in this case the stage of phonemic 
transcription is often by-passed. 79 

In historical linguistics, the phoneme theory, especially in its Prague 
interpretation, led to a significant modification of the neogrammarian 
position (pp. 182-3, above). The neogrammarian achievement had been 
to formalize and to make explicit the concept of the sound law, and it was 
with sounds as individual phonetic segments that they were concerned. 
When sound change was reconsidered in the light of the phoneme 
theory, by which the sounds of languages were understood as forming 
interrelated systems of contrasts, attention was paid to the evolution of 
phonological systems rather than to the changes of individual and sup
posedly independent sounds. This approach could be and was made 
from two different directions. Firstly, the end product of a sound 
change was a different phonological system, unless the change related 
merely to phonetic difference within the limits of an existing set of 
contrasts. In an eight vowel system with_ four front and four back 

· ,-owe! phonemes, the merger of two back vowels (say [ :>] > [ o]) entails 
the loss of the contrast of {:>/ and {of, and an asymmetrical system of 
four front and three back vowel phonemes results. J akobson traces the 
sequence in Latvian of /k/ and /g/ developing fronted allophones before 
the front vowels fi/ and fef ([ts] and [dz]), and these becoming separate 
phonemes, /ts/ and /dz/, contrasting with fk/ and fg/, after fai/ had been 
monophthongized to {if; Fourquet has re-examined and reinterpreted 
the Germanic sound changes comprising 'Grimm's Law' in terms of 
the evolution of systems rather than of the changes of particular sounds, 
and has explained the historical phenomena as the maintenance of 
phonological oppositions under the pressure of successive general 

· changes in the force of articulation on the part of speakers. So 

Secondly, sound change can be considered not as regards its systemic 
effect, but from the viewpoint of its systemic causation. The neD
grammarians had played very safe over the question of the causes of 
sound change, and Bloomfield followed them in declaring: 'The causes 
of sound-change are unknown'.s' The occasion for sound change has 
always been seen in the conditions in which speech is transmitted as a 
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socially learned capability from one generation to another; but quite 
certainly the causes are multiple and complex. External factors such as 
language contacts, bilingualism, the effects of substrates in the super
imposition of an alien language upon a speech conununity, and the 
influence of writing systems must all be acknowledged; and perhaps 
genetic influence, though this is still very speculative, cannot be ruled 
out. sz But a significant cause of sound changes is to be·found within the 
phonological systems of languages themselves. 

Strangely enough, de Saussure, for all his emphasis on the importance 
of the structural conception of language in synchronic linguistics, went 
so far as to .deny explicitly any diachronic relevance of structure. 8J But 
two factors are constantly at work within phonological systems. The 
economy of effort produc-ed by the multiple use of each feature con~ 
trast that has been once mastered tends towards the maintenance and 
the generation of symmetry in phoneme systems (/p/, /t/, /k/, fdf, fgf 
requires as mimy contrasting artiCulation features as the fuller and more 
symmetrical system /p/, /t/, /k/, /b/, fdf, fgf); but the physiological 
asymmetry of the vocal tract interferes with the achievement of perma
nent ·symmetry (for example, in the matter of distinctive degrees of 
tongue height in vowel phonemes, there is more latitude for keeping 
the front vowels apart than for the back vowels). A. Martinet cites as 
an illustration the fronting of fuf in Azores Portuguese, whereby the 

·exploitation of the front-back contrast (acoustically acute-grave) in the 
close rounded vowel phoneme releases more space for the ready main
tenance of phonemic contrast between the remaining back vowels, fa/, · 
fof, and fo/.84 

Researches on these lines, and the broadening of the theory of his
torical linguistics to embrace their results do not invalidate the nee
grammarian insistence on the regularity of sound change as the basis of 
historical linguistics; but they do bring to historical linguistics further 
important insights and more powerful means of investigation. 

During the nineteenth century, Russian linguists were in touch with 
general European developments, and the phoneme concept was appa
rently arrived at independently by eastern and western scholars at about 
the same time (p. 204, above). Trubetzkoy was Russian by birth and 
education, and had worked on some of the vernacular languages of the 
Russian empire before leaving the country after the first world war. 
The Bolshevik revolution brought with it a sharp . break with the 
linguistic scholarship of the rest of the world, and during the twer.ties, 
thirties, and forties, although phonological work went on and with it the 
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study of the phoneme theory, Soviet linguistics was dominated by the 
eccentric dogmatisms of N.J. Marr (r864-1934). 

Marr, himself half Georgian by birth and from his early youth gifted 
with remarkable language learning ability, turned his attention first, 
like some other Russian scholars, to Georgian and the rest of the Cau
casian languages. In investigating the history of the Caucasian languages 
he gradually evolved his own theory (or theories) of linguistic history. 
Rejecting the accepted Indo-european theory, he drew his ideas from 
eighteenth -century beliefs in the gestural origin of language and from 
middle nineteenth-century opinion on linguistic typology as an indica
tion of stages of progressive linguistic development. The 'Japhetic' 
languages, a term he used to cover the languages of the Caucasus, 
represented -a stage in the evolution of language through which some 
other languages had already passed. Languages were historicallyrela
ted, not in linguistic families, but by the different evolutionary 'layers' 
of structure deposited from continual mixtures and combinations. 
Languages were not national, but class phenomena, and were part of 
the superstructure whose changes corresponded to changes in the 
economic base of the speakers' social organization; here he claimed the 
theoretical alliance of Marrism and Marxism. 

Claiming to explain not only linguistic history but also linguistic 
prehistory by his theory, Marr soon transcended merely observational 
statements, and declared ·that the words of all languages could- be -
·traced back to four primitive elements: [sal], [her], [jon], and [rofl. 
Such unsupported theorizing enjoyed official -patronage, and several 
other Russian scholars found it prudent to uphold and even eulogize 
Marr's pronouncements, until 1950 when suddenly Stalin ordained the 
rejection of the whole Marrist edifice, pointing out, among other things, 
that language was not dependent on economic organization since the 
same Russian language served both pre-revolutionary capitalism and 
post-revolutionary communism, a statement of the obvious not appar
ently made before. Stalin's intervention both ended the long reign of 
Marrist theory and drew the world's attention to it.ss. Since then, and 
especially since the rather more liberal phase of Soviet rule, Russian 
linguists have started to work in closer collaboration with those of the 
rest of western Europe and America, and current western developments 
are being keenly and fruitfully debated. In general linguistics particular 
attention is paid to lexicography, which is accorded the status of a 
component of linguistics along with phonology and grammar, rath- ·• 
than being merely a part of the description of languages. In comparative 
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and historical linguistics, Slavic studies, suppressed under the eccen
tricities of Marr, have seen very considerable development. 86 There is 
good hope that this kindlier atmosphere will continue, and that Marrism 
will be remembered only as a sterile aberration, an awful warning of the 
extent to which modern tyranny can keep fantasy enthroned in defiance. 
of fact. 

A general theory of linguistic analysis that derives some of its 
characteristics from Prague theory is 'stratificational grammar', pro
pounded by S. M. Lamb (grammar being used in its widest sense to 
cover formal analysis as a whole, as in transformational usage, pp. 228-g, 

below). 87 Four levels or strata are posited within language structure 
for the analysis of sentences: sememic, wherein the distinctive meaning 
units of the language are set out in a network of relations (e.g. 'tiger', 
'catch', 'male', 'human', 'agent', 'goal', and 'past'); lexemic, wherein 
the distinctive lexical units man, catch, -ed, tiger, etc. are linked to
gether in a sentence structure; morphemic, wherein ·morphemes appear 
in a successive string; and phonemic, wherein simultaneous bundles of . 
distinctive features make up a string of phonemic units (the man caught 
the tiger). 

The levels are hierarchically related and linked together by the rela
tion of representation or realization, in that the lexemic level represents 
the sememic and is represented by the morphemic, which in turn is 
represented by the distinctive fe'atures of the lowest structural level, the · 
phonemic. The nature of representation varies from simple, when one 
unit of a. higher level is represented by one unit at the next lower 
level, to such complex representations as neutralization (.two or more 
units not structurally distinguished in representation), composite repre
sentation (one unit represented by more than one lower level unit, as in 
multiple allomcirphic representation of a morpheme), zero representa
tion, portmanteau representation, etc. 

This theory reacts against the dominant linearity of 'Bloomfieldian' 
distributionalism, by displaying the different types of structural relation 
that may be involved in linguistic analysis, and the number of different 
ways in which a structure at one level may be related to (realized in, or 
represented by) a structure at another. 

What is probably the most radical and important change in direction 
in descriptive linguistics and in linguistic theory that has taken place 
in recent years may be located in 1957, when Chomsky's Syntactic 
structures was published, inaugurating the transformational-generative 
phase of linguistics, so named from the principal distinctive method · 
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and orientation of the work taken in hand. It has already been stressed 
that the assignment of changes in the history of a subject to particular 
years is· arbitrary and somewhat artificial; work on Praguean, Firthian, 
and Bloomfieldian lines went on after 1957 and still does go on. What 
can and should be said of transformational grammar (as it is usually 
designated) is that it is in a state of rapid development and has become 
the focus of attention of some of the most energetic and able linguistic 
scholars of the present day, especially in the United States. It seems 
certain that its effects on the whole of linguistic theory and practice 
will be deep and lasting. 

So rapid, indeed, are the changes' in some of the theoretical concepts 
and methods ·of transformational grammar, that a definite statement 
of its present position would be inadequate and certainly dated within 
a few years. In a historical survey, the main outlines of transformational 
grammar can most readily be seen in the first statement of this ap
proach to the description of languages, Syntactic structures, supple
mented where· necessary by references to later contributions. · 

The aim set by transformationalists to their work is higher than that 
explicitly set by any previous group of linguists. It amounts to nothing 
less than presenting in a description of a language everything that is 
implied by the linguistic competence of a native speaker. Thus Katz 
and Postal, who include a theory of semantics partly based O\J. compo- . 
nential analysis within their exposition of a tnmsformational-generative 
theory, write: 'A linguistic description of a natural language is an 
attempt to ·reveal the nature of a· fluent speaker's mastery of that langu
age.'88 Further appeals to linguistic intuitions or practical knowledge 
of the language -are, ideally, unnecessary and illegitimate, because all 
such intuitions and performative knowledge should have been made 
explicit and incorp.orated into the description of the language; corres
pondingly, transformationalists attach more importance than did 
linguists of the Bloomfieldi~n period to the agreement of their descrip
tions with the intuitions of native speakers, and linguistic theory must 
be adequate for this purpose, with resources to explain and justify such 
descriptions. 89 But transformationalists reject the demand that their 
theory (or any theory of linguistic description) should itself provide the 
means of working out the analysis or of specifying discovery procedures. 

The objects of the transformationalists are to be attained by framing 
linguistic descriptions in terms of rules that embody the creative 
capacity of a native speaker to generate or produce and to understand 
an infinite number of sentences (all and only the grammatical sentences 
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of the language), most of which he has never uttered or heard before. 
A contrast is drawn between the 'grammar of lists' of recurrent items, 
explicitly defined, in distributional relations with one another, and the 
'grammar of rules'. The former is associated with 'Bloomfieldian' dis
tributionalist and 'taxonomic' linguistics, and the static conception of 
de Saussure's langue, the latter with transformational work and the 
creative ideas of Humboldt on language as energeia (pp. 174-5, above). oo 

The rules of a transformational~generative grammar fall into three 
sets, or components. Firstly, rules of phrase structure successively 
expand the sentence (S), as a prime, into constituents, through the 
successive representations of it in strings whose elements are dominated 
by other elements (nodes) at a preceding (higher) representation. This 
produces trees with labelled bracketings, in a manner somewhat similar 
to the immediate constituent analysis of Bloomfieldian linguistics: 

s 

/ ""' / ~ 
NP VP 

/ ""' / " T N V ).p 
/'N 
I I 

-the man hit the ball 

S =sentence, 

NP, VP=noun phrase, 
verb phrase, 

'r =article, 

~, V = noup., verb 

These elements, though they share the same names with many of 
those used in Bloomfieldian analyses, are not explicitly defined, but 
they have their definitions arising from the rules by which they are 
introduced and the lexical items assigned to them in the rules.9 1 

The second component applies specific transformations, some 
obligatory, some optional, to the final output strings of phrase structure 
rules, involving such operations as deletions, additions, and changes of 
order. Syntactic structures distinguishes kernel sentences produced by - . 
applying only obligatory transformations to the phrase structure strings 
(e.g. the transformation of affix+ verb into verb+ affix in the present 
tense, hit-s, etc.), and non-kernel sentences that involve optional trans
formations in addition, such as active to passive (the ball was hit by the 
man); but later interpretations of the theory have made less use of this 
distinction, stressing rather the distinction between the underlying 
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'deep structures' of a sentence and its' surface structure', that it exhibits 
after the transformations involved in it have been applied. 92 Further 
transformations serve to li.nk two or more simple sentences into one 
complex one by coordination or subordination (or 'embedding'). 

The lexicon, in the form of lexical rules (' N ->- man, boy, ball, game, 
· etc.) is introduced at some point before the phonological rules take 

over; in Syntactic structures they form part of the phrase structure rules, 
but later transformational writings have varied this, as they have also 
varied the allocation of grammatical material between phrase structure 
and transformational rules. 93 

Finally, the output of the phrase structure and transformational com
ponents, which includes word division, is converted into utterance, or 
into the narrow transcription of an utterance, by the phonological or 
morphophou'emic component, whose rules convert the elements of the 

1 . syntactic level (phrase structure and transformations) into sounds, or 
! into symbolization of sounds, either letters of the phonetic alphabet or 

sets of distinctive features such as were developed by J akobson and 
others from the articulatory distinctive features of the Prague school. 
Transformationalists, like Firthians, regard phonology as the link be
tween grammar (narrowly considered) and utterance (or phonetics), and 
like them they reject an independent phonemic representation in a 
linguistic analysis as at best unnecessary, and perhaps objectionable, 
·since certain· phonetic differences may be distinctive in one· environ
ment, where they must be symbolized, and non-distinctive in another, 
where they should not be (in the interests of economy). 94 

Rules are ordered in the descriptive statement so that later rules take 
account of the results of prior rules. In this way an economy of descrip
tive apparatus, such as was a prime objective of Pa~ini, is achieved. 
Thus the irregular English strong past tense formations (take, took, 
etc.) are given before the regular weak forms (/-d/, /-tf, /-idf), so that 
these can have a clear run through the rest of the verbs. 9s 

Transformationalists claim that their system of linguistic description 
is inherently more powerful than others, and, iri particular, more 
powerful than 'Bloomfieldian' descriptivism, dominated by the concept 
of immediate constituency. Of course it needs to be, if it is to achieve 
the objectives that the transformationalists have set themselves. Cer
tainly a number of statements that linguists ought to be able to make 
can be made more easily in· transformational descriptions than in 
some others; and the conception of grammar as a succession of rules 
allows for the limitless recursiveness of language (sentences may be 
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indefinitely prolonged), by providing for the reintroduction of an earlier 
rule at a later stage (just as NP appears twice in the generation of the 
phrase structure expansion shown above). The intuitive associations 
of active sentences with passive sentences, and of declaratives with 
interrogatives are formalized by the transformational rules that derive 
one from another, or both from a common source; and intuited 
structural distinctions, such as that between the wine <vas drunk by 
midnight and the wine was drunk by John, which have the same 
immediate constituent analysis, are shown to have resulted from 
formally different transformations. 

Transformational linguistics was immediately hailed by American 
reviewers as a decisive break with the Bloomfieldian taxonomic descrip
tive tradition. 96 This was certainly the case. The integration of lexicon, 
grammar, and phonology into sets of rules, the reversal of the hierarchic 
relationship of grammar (syntax and morphology) and phonology, the 
rejection. of the separation of levels and the requirement of biuniqueness 
for phonemic transcriptions, and indeed the denial of a place in the 
description of a language to the phoneme as an independent linguistic 
unit, were all violent changes in the course that linguistics had followed 
in America for the preceding twenty-five years. Transformations had 
no place in Bloomfieldian descriptions, and the starting point of tnins
foril_lational grammar was the opposite of that assumed in 'Bloorn
fieldian' work. The transfcirmationalists devise rules by which the 
production of grammatical sentences can be described and explicated in 

· detail, stressing the generative aspect of linguistic science. 
In previous American descriptive linguistics, the stress had been on 

its analytical function; linguists had made texts, actual utterances, re
corded or elicited data, their starting point, and had aimed at devising 
a theory and a method for subjecting these to a progressive analysis 
down to the fundamental units, the phonemes and the morphemes, 
although actual expositions often began from these smallest units and 
worked up to the sentence or utterance,97 It is, however, noteworthy 
that the concept of a conversion relation or a transformation between 
two· or more actual sentences in texts had been outlined by Harris, 
Chomsky's teacher, as one means of extending the descriptiv$ analysis 
of texts beyond and across sentence boundaries. 98 · 

In a wider geographical arid temporal context, transformational 
linguistics did not constitute anything like so sharp a break. -European 
reviewers noticed that in contrast to its opposition to much of its immedi
ate American past, transformationalism formalized, made explicit, and 

l 
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carried further ideas and methods implicitly accepted in traditional 
European language teaching and incorporated into some earlier Euro
pean linguistic theory. 99 While its aims and assumptions look back in 
some respects to Humboldt, certain transformational relations were 
anticipated by the rationalist Port Royal grammarians (for example the 
embedding or subordinating transformations involved in relative clauses, 
p. 125, above), and traditional Latin paedagogy has for long made use 
of transformational techniques in working from the grammar- of direct 
speech to the grammar of indirect speech, while all teachers of langu
ages have assumed the close association of active and passive and of 
declarative and interrogative, whose formal relations are stated in 
ordered series of rul~s in ttansformational grammars. 

Such antecedents to transformational grammar are acknowledged and 
emphasized by Cliomsky, in a protesting reply to critics who have 
ascribed. his linguistic theory, doubtless because of the extensive use of 
mathematical and logical symbols and the overtly 'scientific: style in 
which discussions between tnmsformationalists are carried on, to such 
immediate antecedents as machine translation and the application of 
computers to language analysis. 100 · 

One may also consider the rather different contexts of language study 
in America during the Bloomfieldian era and in the years following the 
second world war. The challenge of the American-Indian languages 
.provided a good part of the stimulus fo"r synchronic linguistics in America 
during the 1920s and after, with the consequential emphasis on pro
cedure and methodology. In this field, for the most part the linguist 
learned the language and worked out his descriptive analysis at the same 
time. During the war, hastily devised language teaching programmes 
which were aimed at meeting actual or expected operational require
ments also involved several American linguists in the study of hitherto 
rather neglected languages. All this fell within the period characterized 
as 'Bloomfieldian', and one may observe that while discovery proce
dures are largely ignored or deliberately excluded in most post-' Bloom
fieldian' linguistics, one of the most recent books specifically devoted 
to this aspect of linguistic work comes from a member of the tagmemic 
group, whose interests still centre on the description and analysis of 
native American languages. 101 

Over much of the world in post-war years, in which the expounders 
of transformational linguistics received their training and began their 
work, the teaching of well-established European languages, and especi
ally the teaching of English, has for various reasons become a dominant 
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theme in what is called 'applied linguistics'; and in America, as in 
Britain, probably more effort is devoted to English teaching methods, 
courses, and projects,· than to any other single application of linguistic 
science. Correspondingly one sees that whereas in the pre"war years 
and during the war the so called 'exotic' languages and particularly the 
American-Indian languages were freely cited in theoretical and pro
cedural publications, transformational-generative theory has in large 
part been worked out, developed, and illustrated with reference to 
English, and some other European languages, whose grammar and 
phonology are already 'known' in some sense by the linguist before he 
begins his work, however many gaps in our explicit knowledge may be 
reveaied, as they have been revealed, by transformational analyses. 

Of course there are exceptions on both sides of this division. C. C. 
Fries's StruCture of English sets out 'Bloomfieldian' discovery proce
dures in arriving at a formal descriptive analysis of English, and some 
transformational work has been exemplified in ·American-Indian 
language material; 102 but the difference in the environments in which 
linguistics is studied is certainly marked, and is very probably of 
historical relevance in this change of direction. 

Transformational linguistics has been chosen as the point at which 
this brief account of the history of the subject co111es to its end. This is 
not because transformational-generative theory is likely to supersede 
all other approaches to language (despite the claims made by some ad
herents on its behalf), but because it is both one of the most recent 
developii)ents and. one that is certainly destined to make progress and 
to exert great influence on linguistic work, theoretical and -practical, in 
the future. The historian must leave his narrative when he reaches the 
contemporary situation, but history does not thereupon stsnd still. He 
tries to understand and to interpret the past, and to see the present as 
its product; but his efforts do not justify him in setting himself up as a 
prophet. However, some comprehension and appreciation of the history 
of linguistic science will enable him to study future movements and 
controversies with a greater sympathy, tolerance, and insight. To relate 
one's immediate interests to the· trials and the· achievements of fellow 
workers in past ages should lead to more balanced judgments 'and less 
intemperate enthusiasms. This may further justify the selection of the 
transformationalist school to close a survey of the history of linguistics, 
since several of its members look both to the new discoveries that their 
theory enables ·them to make' and to the links that it has vf'ith the 
linguistic enquiries of earlier generations. Language is perhaps the most 
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specifically human of mankind's faculties. In striving towards the 
understanding and knowledge of language, man has throughout his 
intellectual history been seeking more fully to attain self-knowledge, 
and to obey the injunction that faced the visitor to Apollo's temple 
at Delphi, 103 the centre of the ancient Greek world, where our 
civilization finds its source: 
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